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PREFACE 


B ooks written on money could fill libraries. The number of volumes 
devoted to the description of primitive communities is probably 
even larger. The present volume is, however, the first of any sub- 
stantial size that is devoted entirely to the subject of primitive money. 
The publication of tins volume on primitive money requires, therefore, 
no apology. That the task is undertaken by one who has hitherto specia- 
lized exclusively in modern monetary problems calls, however, for an 
explanation. 

For some time past I had felt that the eaily phases of the evolution of 
money have not been dealt with adequately either by economic history 
or by anthropology, and least of all by economic theory. It was not until 
the second World War, however, that I conceived the idea of attempting 
to repair this deficiency. My decision was perhaps due to some extent 
to the desire to escape from the horrors of the present into the remote 
past and from the compliq'^iJns'pf .oiufbivilization into the simpler 
conditions of backward communities. At the same time I felt a strong 
desire to probe into the question, raised by Keynes in his Treatise on 
Money, whether in the distant past the inadequacy of the monetary 
system had ever hindered the progress of mankind in the same way as it 
did in recent times. 

Thus it came about that, after having written forty books on modern 
monetary and economic problems, I decided to devote some years of 
research on primitive money. It was only when I was well on my way 
with this work that I began to realize how formidable my self-imposed 
task was. I found that there was no short cut to securing the factual 
material by relying on some scores of authoritative standard works. I had 
to search for evidence in thousands of books and periodicals, published 
in several languages, none of which contained more than a fraction of the 
material required. I was handicapped in my research by the absence of 
a large number of library books removed to safety, and by the deplor- 
able loss of many books through enemy action. Also it was impossible 
for me to complete my research by paying visits to the principal libraries 
abroad. Notwithstanding these difficulties, I have collected many times 
more factual evidence than any author dealing with the subject. This 
does not in any way affect my debt of gratitude to them for having 
provided me with part of my material, and for having indicated sources 
from which I was able to secure more. 

It would undoubtedly have served a useful purpose to investigate 
unpublished records of Government Departments and elsewhere. All 
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this would have taken, however, considerable time, and rightly or 
wrongly I felt that the additional material I might be able to secure 
would not justify the additional delay involved. The number of primitive 
currencies still in existence — apart from those temporarily adopted by 
civilized communities in times of difficulties — is diminishing rapidly. I 
was anxious, therefore, that this book should be available before they 
had disappeared altogether. For I hope that the material it contains will 
assist ethnologists, before it is too late, in investigating the remaining 
primitive currencies from a broader theoretical point of view, and that 
it might inspire them to approach their subject from new angles. To that 
end I felt justified in omitting some evidence which might have been of 
value. After all, that evidence will always remain available, but the sands 
are running out fast so far as the investigation of the surviving primitive 
monetary systems is concerned. 

As my previous writings on money had dealt mainly with the practical 
side of the subject I had assumed my present task without being com- 
mitted in advance to any preconceived monetary theory in any way. I 
endeavoured to act as an impartial arbiter between the conflicting 
theories, and tried to reconcile them with each other. Most of them con- 
tain part of the truth, and a combination of them is bound to contain a 
very substantial part. I found it impossible, however, to remain entirely 
neutral, for I could not help arriving at very definite conclusions of my 
own on many subjects. And I strongly felt the need for supplementing 
and correcting some existing theories, and even for replacing some of 
them. In particular I realized the need for laying stress on the non- 
commerical origin of money and on the possibility of the existence of 
credit before money, of money before barter and of barter before private 
property or division of labour in the generally accepted sense of these 
terms. Furthermore, I felt the need for putting forward a social theory of 
money, in which money is regarded not as a technical instrument but a 
social institution providing the driving force in primitive and modern 
communities alike, even though in a different way. Finally, I had to fill 
some blanks by elaborating some new theories peculiar to the working 
of primitive money. 

Since this book breaks new ground in many respects, it would be little 
short of a miracle if it succeeded in fully achieving its manifold aims. 
As far as the factual material is concerned, it had to cover a wide field 
in space and in time. I have no doubt that specialists who made one 
period or one country or one particular type of currency the study of a 
lifetime will find many imperfections in the chapters presenting in a nut- 
shell the subjects of their speciality. Before condemning me too severely 
for any such faults, perhaps they will consider in all fairness that if I had 
specialized in their particular subject I could never have produced a 
general picture calculated to enable them in turn to see their special 
subject in its true perspective, as part of the whole vast subject of primi- 
tive money. They should also allow for the fact that, for considerations 
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of space, I had to jettison much of the evidence, and especially much 
background material. 

As far as the theoretical use of the factual material is concerned, I am 
undoubtedly open to criticism on the ground that I have failed to ex- 
plore adequately every conceivable line of approach opened up by the 
factual material I provided. To this charge, too, I plead guilty. I have no 
doubt that there are others better qualified to analyse my material once 
it had become easily accessible to them. It is largely for their benefit 
that I have provided the factual evidence, I admit that I have hardly 
gone beyond suggesting tentatively some hitherto unexplored lines of 
theoretical approach. In the original draft of this book, the Theoretical 
Section was much more extensive. It included a number of chapters on 
the various systems and functions of primitive money, on the transition 
from primitive to modern money, and the relapse into the use of primi- 
tive money. Considerations of space compelled me, however, to sacrifice 
that material. 

The general reader may find much of the Theoretical Section too 
abstruse and intricate; but most of the factual material, occupying the 
greater part of the volume, requires no specialized preliminary study. 
The reader might also gain a glimpse at historical progress from a new 
angle. If he is interested in interpretations as well as facts he may find 
many of the theoretical chapters intelligible. As far as possible I sought 
to avoid obscurities, even at the risk of failing to impress some academic 
economists who are inclined to regard as shallow and superficial any 
argument which is not obscure or over-involved. 

I obtained most of my material from the British M useum, the London 
Library, and the Libraries of the University of London, the London 
School of Economics, the Anthropological Institute, the Royal 
Geographical Society, the Royal Empire Society, the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, the Institute of Bankers, the Colonial Office and 
the India Office, I owe a debt of gratitude to the librarians and staffs of 
all these institutions. Notwithstanding war-time difficulties, they have 
succeeded in maintaining a remarkably high standard of efficiency; and, 
with unfailing devotion to duty, they carried on their jobs in highly 
vulnerable reading rooms during the endless alerts of 1944. 

Suff oiks, 

Ashurst Wood , East Gr instead, Sussex , 

September , 1947. PJEL 
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INTRODUCTORY 

CHAPTER 1 

THE STUDY OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

T he study of primitive money is justified on three grounds. It adds 
to human knowledge on a special subject. It provides material 
for the use of other branches of learning. And it provides some 
material for practical use. 

The aim of adding, however slightly, to the ever-increasing volume of 
human knowledge is worth pursuing even for its own sake. It will be a 
sad day for mankind when those in search of new knowledge become 
entirely utilitarian and confine their investigations to subjects offering 
immediate practical benefit. Primitive money is well worth studying for 
its own sake, especially since our knowledge of the subject is far from 
adequate and there is ample scope for adding to it. Being one of the 
many comparatively neglected sections of economics and of anthropo- 
logy, primitive money is a subject on which further research has long 
been overdue. 

An enquiry into primitive money is worth undertaking also for the 
sake of furthering the progress of economic science as a whole. It pro- 
vides new material for the economic and monetary historian, and it 
enables the theoretical economist to place his conclusions on a broader 
basis. It should also help in the establishment of closer links between 
economics and other branches of learning. It furthers co-operation 
between economics and numismatics. It should assist in the anthro- 
pological approach to economics and in the economic approach to 
anthropology, to the benefit of both sciences. Archaeologists and ethno- 
logists can give a great deal to economists, and can in turn receive a 
great deal from them. Historians, too, stand to gain from a study of 
primitive money. In many instances it may assist them in understanding 
historical events and developments which have never been adequately 
explained. 

Finally, the study of primitive money is worth undertaking even for 
the immediate practical benefit it can offer. Merchants and colonial 
authorities stand to benefit by being able to compare their problems 
arising from the use of primitive money with the problems of others in 
similar situations. Admittedly, the potential benefit derived in this res- 
pect from a study of primitive money is dwindling rapidly, owing to the 
decline in the use of primitive currencies. Nevertheless, there are still 
many primitive communities which are using primitive money, or which 
are using modem money in a primitive spirit. What is perhaps even 
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more important, there is from lime to time a tendency to revert to the 
use of primitive money not only in primitive communities but even in 
highly developed modern communities. Hitherto, the authorities con- 
fronted with such situations were inclined to adopt an ostrich-like policy 
by pretending to ignore such retrograde tendencies instead of trying to 
regulate them. Perhaps, as a result of closer study of past experience in 
this sphere, some of the Governments concerned may be inclined to 
revise their attitude. 

The study of primitive money is not a mere matter of economics. It 
embraces the study of mankind from its remote past right to the present 
day. It is the study of the evolution of civilization from its earliest be- 
ginnings. For this purpose it is not sufficient to ascertain the economic 
factors which determined the progress of mankind or which were deter- 
mined by its progress. The scope of the study of primitive money must 
extend over the field of general history and of social evolution. We have 
to study man’s reaction to non-economic as well as economic influences. 
Subjects such as marriage, religion, social ambitions of primitive peoples 
lie within our scope. 

The period which our enquiry must cover extends over more than 
five thousand years for which there is written evidence. We have also to 
try to probe into dark ages which lie beyond this period, and into 
blanks that exist, unfortunately, even in the historical period. The com- 
munities we have to deal with range from savage cannibal tribes to 
highly civilized nations. In the course of our study we have to follow the 
rise and fall of empires, the development and decline of civilizations. 
This is a comparatively easy part of the task, because of the advanced 
intellectual standard of the historical races even in the early phases of 
their history. We are in a position to follow the working of the mind of 
an Ancient Greek or even of an Ancient Egyptian because they were 
more or less of our standard of intelligence. Allowing for the difference 
due to the accumulation of additional knowledge over a period of many 
centuries, the outstanding personalities of the Ancient Period are in no 
way inferior to the best brains of our period; nor is the average mental 
capacity of ancient civilized races in any way inferior to ours. Conse- 
quently, we are in a reasonably good position to understand their atti- 
tude towards the use of money which is in substance identical with our 
own attitude. The real difficulty comes when we have to deal with races 
at a primitive stage of evolution. Their intellectual standard is inferior 
and their mentality is totally different from ours. We are, so to say, not 
on the same wavelength. Their attitude towards money differs funda- 
mentally from ours in many respects. Unless we duly appreciate this 
difference, we have no means of understanding primitive money. 

The study of primitive money is the study of contrasts. There is an 
infinite variety of systems with the aid of which communities at early 
phases of development sought, consciously or otherwise, to solve their 
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monetary problems within the limit of their intellectual capacity and in 
accordance with the stage of their technical and economic progress. In 
studying primitive money we encounter some systems of touching 
simplicity. Peoples without any developed sense of value or capacity for 
measuring value sell jars and bowls for the quantity of grain or liquid 
they contain. Weight is exchanged for weight in some communities at 
the most primitive stage. Thus a slave is worth his weight in salt. We 
also encounter, however, extremely involved systems requiring a highly 
developed if one-sided intellectual capacity far above the standard 
achieved even in the majority of modern communities. We discover 
among the primitive monetary systems materials that impress primitive 
minds by their bulk or weight, but also small ornaments selected for 
monetary use because they were suitable for being carried in large num- 
bers on the person of their possessors. We come across objects of 
practical use in everyday life, but also absurd and useless objects. There 
are among the primitive moneys staple products which the communities 
concerned choose because they handle them day after day and under- 
stand the meaning of values expressed in them. On the other hand, we 
also encounter fictitious monetary units which are used for measuring 
values, even though they have no concrete existence at all. Some com- 
munities use for money popular utensils, or tools, or weapons. Other 
communities use objects surrounded with mystery. Some currencies can 
be picked up in large quantities, at the cost of the effort to bend down 
for them. Others are extremely scarce, and their collection or production 
requires immense effort. Among the objects used for monetary pur- 
poses are raw materials or very crudely finished products, but also 
highly finished goods the production of which requires elaborate care 
and no mean skill. Primitive moneys include some repulsive objects, 
but also some creations of art and beauty. The choice and use of certain 
primitive currencies imply unconscious humour; that of others suggests 
tragedy and brutality. 

There are some moneys which only measure value very approximately 
in accordance with the undeveloped sense of value of their users. There 
are other currencies which constitute a highly accurate standard. Many 
currencies were chosen because their material is valuable; others were 
entirely worthless, and derived their value solely from the monetary use 
to which they were put. There are some moneys which constitute obvious 
units of a high degree of uniformity and which have only to be counted 
when passing from hand to hand. In other words, they pass by tale. 
There are others which have to be weighed, or measured, and the quality 
of which has to be assayed or tested on every occasion when used in 
payment. The extent to which primitive money possesses the monetary 
qualities which the modem economist considers indispensable varies 
within extreme limits. 

Contrasts between primitive moneys are not confined to their outward 
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form and other physical qualities. There are also extreme differences in 
respect of their employment. Some primitive moneys perform all the 
main functions which, according to textbooks, money is supposed to 
fulfil. Others, on the other hand, are only used for one or two of the 
main functions while the remaining functions are fulfilled by different 
objects. There are also wide differences in the degree to which primitive 
moneys fulfil their functions. Some are used as media of exchange 
universally within their communities, subject only to limitations due to 
the survival of pure barter. Other media of exchange have only a limited 
use. They are accepted for only certain goods or services, or they may 
be employed by certain classes of the community. Again, transactions 
in some primitive currencies are on the borderline of barter. Others, 
though primitive in form, are in substance very highly advanced and 
fulfil their monetary functions in a reasonably satisfactory manner. The 
use of some of the primitive currencies arises naturally from the con- 
ditions in the communities in which they are used. Others are just freaks 
and their adoption adds to the innumerable puzzles encountered by 
students of primitive peoples. Or they are adopted as a result of external 
influences. Some serve only internally, others only in relations with 
outside communities. Some are adopted and function spontaneously. 
Others are imposed on the community by the tribal or state authority. 

Even if the task of studying primitive money were confined to fact- 
finding it would be formidable. But much more is required. From the 
mass of accumulated evidence there must emerge some principles, a set 
of theoretical rules tp indicate the evolution and functioning of primitive 
money. Many of our facts lend themselves to classification into con- 
ventional categories. They lit into the rules of well-established monetary 
theories. Others defy all the known rules. Instead of supporting each 
other’s evidence, they often tend to cancel each other out. If we are 
honest in presenting our material of evidence without any attempt at 
selecting our facts to fit certain preconceived theories, the result is apt 
to be a mass of apparently contradictory conclusions. But then, human 
nature, which is the foundation of all monetary systems, is full of con- 
tradictions and the study of it cannot be oversimplified with impunity. 

It would be indeed strange if such an immense variety of races existing 
in different stages of cultural development and amidst widely different 
conditions had worked out substantially identical solutions for the task 
money is called upon to perform, or if all the various systems they adop- 
ted in their widely divergent circumstances obeyed absolutely identical 
laws. Indeed, what is remarkable is not the extent to which the variety of 
monetary systems differ but the extent to which they obey certain 
identical laws. 

The rules that can be applied to individual systems but are inapplicable 
as general principles are bound to be manifold. It would be comfortable 
to adopt the line of least resistance by resorting to empiricism, and to 
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abandon any attempt at arriving at a general system. Our task is, how- 
ever, to find some broad general principles. If there are exceptions from 
those principles, it is necessary to attempt to find the rules that govern 
the exceptions. It must be the ultimate goal of the study of primitive 
money to try to find the common denominator — in so far as it exists — 
in terms of which both the well-established rules of modern money and 
the apparently conflicting conclusions on primitive money can be 
expressed. 

Above all, it must be the object of the study of primitive money to 
ascertain how the early evolution of money links up with general eco- 
nomic progress, with social evolution, with trends of general history and 
with the progress of civilization as a whole. How far was the evolution 
of money a cause and how far an effect? How far did it help and how far 
did it hinder the advancement of mankind? Was money, at its early 
stages, a “root of all evil,” or was it a means for achieving a higher 
degree of human welfare? These are the questions that really matter. 
For money, like every other institution, must be judged not as an end in 
itself but as a means to the supreme end of human happiness. 


CHAPTER 2 

PRIMITIVE MONEY — TERRA INCOGNITA 

On the face of it the choice of the title of this chapter may appear absurd, 
seeing that primitive money has in reality a wealth ofhterature. Numis- 
matists have dealt with it to some extent in the introductory sections of 
works on early coinage, and also in innumerable monographs. Students 
of archaeology published much highly valuable material on prehistoric 
currencies. Evidence on the currencies of primitive communities pub- 
lished by ethnologists, explorers and travellers adds up to a very 
considerable total. Nevertheless, the remark made by Jevons in 1875 
that “the natural history of money is an almost virgin subject” still 
holds good. In particular as far as economic science is concerned, the 
circumstances of the origin and early development of money, and the 
laws which it obeyed at its early phase, are indeed a practically un- 
charted territory. 

Theoretical economists are, generally speaking, not interested in 
economic history. But even most economic historians prefer to confine 
themselves to the general aspects of their subject and fight shy of detailed 
monetary history. And even monetary historians prefer to confine them- 
selves largely, if not entirely, to the study of the evolution of money in 
comparatively recent periods. Finally, even the minority of monetary 
historians who have taken up the investigation of ancient monetary 
history usually devote a very small proportion of their time and space 
to primitive money. Research into early monetary history receives very 



20 


INTRODUCTORY 


scant encouragement, judging by the reception given to some books 
dealing with that subject. A reviewer of high standing dealing with a 
book on monetary history complained that the author “wasted” one- 
third of his space before he got through the ancient period, and that he 
only devoted half a page to Alfred Marshall; as if enough had not been 
written about Marshall to justify the allocation of a little space to the 
sadly neglected subject of early 'monetary history ! 

The worst of it is that even though most economists have spent very 
little time on investigating primitive money, textbooks on monetary 
history and on monetary or economic theory dutifully register in a few 
brief paragraphs their author’s views on the origin and early evolution 
of money. No economist worthy of that name would think of writing, 
however briefly, on contemporary Chinese currency without first mak- 
ing a carefuly study of the subject and its background. Yet economists 
whose names are household words committed themselves unhesita- 
tingly to views on primitive money without taking the trouble to study 
even such material on the subject as is easily accessible. They have 
devoted no original research and very little original thought to primitive 
money before venturing to tell their readers just how money has come 
into being. Most of them still live on the few casual remarks on the 
subject in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations. They take in each others 
highly inadequate washing and do not even trouble to find original 
instances, or to invent new fictitious examples, to illustrate the well-worn 
conventional theory which they put forward with an amazing degree of 
self-assurance. 

Admittedly there are a few economists who provide an exception 
from this rule. Those who have taken the trouble to study primitive 
money outside the meagre material provided by economic literature 
include Jevons, Knies, Roseher, Helfferich and Menger. A number of 
American monetary theorists published chapters on the primitive money 
used in the old American colonies. Considering the wealth of factual 
material available and the opportunities for original research, the extent 
to which this source of evidence has been drawn upon must be regarded, 
however, as far from adequate. What is even more remarkable is that 
British economists have ignored almost completely the material pub- 
lished on American primitive money by their American colleagues, and 
also the material published by Chalmers and others on primitive money 
in the early British colonies in the West Indies and elsewhere. 

Bearing in mind the inadequacy of the effort on the part o( theoretical 
economists to study primitive money, it is as astonishing as it is gratify- 
ing that some of them at any rate should have managed to arrive at 
conclusions which withstand the test of investigation in the light of 
historical and anthropological research. Since Jevons is one of the few 
economists who has taken some trouble over studying primitive cur- 
rency it is not surprising that he has been able to arrive at the conclusion 
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that in many instances the nse of primitive money as a store of value 
preceded its other monetary uses. But Rist, even though he did not par- 
ticularly investigate primitive currency, was also able to appreciate the 
overwhelming importance of that role of money. Theoretical economists 
such as Menger and Cassel realized the absurdity of the conventional 
theory according to which money was necessarily invented when the 
commercial turnover reached such an advanced stage that barter con- 
ditions became intolerable. Although Keynes confessed to have had no 
time to study early monetary history in detail, he duly realized that when 
a medium of exchange is not used also as a standard of value the com- 
munity concerned can hardly be considered to have emerged from the 
stage of barter. Credit is due to these and other economists who, on 
purely or largely hypothetical grounds, were able to use their reasoning 
power to such advantage. A few swallows do not, however, make a 
summer. In the majority of instances the conclusions reached by econo- 
mists without studying primitive money are only too obviously affected 
by the deficiency of their factual foundations. ■» 

On the other hand, even the most thorough research, resulting in the 
accumulation of much valuable evidence, is in itself not sufficient for 
the elaboration of theories on the evolution of money in the absence of 
an adequate theoretical background. Many historians and ethnologists 
have not been saved by their wealth of knowledge of the relevant facts 
from arriving at entirely wrong conclusions. Indeed, many of them out- 
distance even theoretical economists in the dogmatic character of their 
treatment of the subject. Our Theoretical Section contains much criti- 
cism of authors who cannot plead ignorance of the facts in mitigation 
of the grossly one-sided character of their arguments. 

The collection of factual evidence is only half the battle. And even 
that half is still far from having been won. The factual evidence avail- 
able for the elaboration of theory is indeed very patchy. We know a 
great deal about the primitive currencies of certain periods in history 
and next to nothing about other periods. The primitive money of certain 
savage communities in recent times has been subject to careful and 
detailed study by members of a rising generation of economic anthropo- 
logists. The predominant majority of primitive currencies that is, or was 
until quite recently, still in existence has never been sufficiently investi- 
gated, however, even for the purpose of ascertaining the facts, let alone 
from the point of view of ascertaining their theoretical implications. 
And even such factual evidence as has been ascertained is often not 
easily accessible to anyone capable of appreciating its significance. Few 
economists have the time and energy to peruse thousands of books and 
periodicals in order to piece together sufficient factual material to enable 
them to study the primitive monetary systems. 

The task of securing historical material is not facilitated by the mis- 
guided patriotism of many historians and archeologists studying the 
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early history of their own countries. Many of them consider any facts 
pointing towards the use of primitive currencies by their ancestors as a 
proof of the low state of cultural development of their country in its 
early history. Consequently, they consider it their patriotic duty to go 
out of their way to suppress or discredit any such facts, and seek to prove 
that their country adopted coinage at a very early stage. It was probably 
for this reason that very few economic historians have provided any 
material indicating the survival of primitive currencies m their countiies 
side by side with the use of coined money, especially during the Middle 
Ages. A similar attitude is noticeable also on the part of many authors 
writing about the colonies of their respective countries, and on the part 
of many educated natives of primitive though progressing communities. 

Early explorers and travellers rendered great service to the study of 
primitive money by their casual references to monetary systems opera- 
ting in the countries they had visited. They can hardly be blamed for not 
going into details, seeing that their visits were not undertaken with the 
object of studying primitive monetary systems. The inadequacy of most 
of the material provided by ethnologists is more open to criticism. 
Until comparatively recently, most of them were more concerned with 
the religion, folklore, sexual life, etc., of the savages, and it was only 
incidentally that they picked up some crumbs of knowledge on primitive 
money when they discovered some connecting link between it and the 
subjects in which they were primarily interested. 

It was not until after the first World War that the monetary systems 
of savages came to be studied systematically, and by then many interest- 
ing primitive currency systems had ceased to exist. Writing in 1922, 
Malinowski, one of the leading economic anthropologists, observed: 
“Ethnology is in the sadly ludicrous, not to say tragic, position that at 
the very moment when it begins to put its workshop in order, to forge 
its proper tools, to start ready for work on its appointed task, the 
material of its study melts away with hopeless rapidity. Just now when 
the methods and aims of scientific field ethnology have taken shape, 
when men fully trained for the work have begun to travel into savage 
countries and study their inhabitants, these die away under our very 
eyes.” Although he wrote this in a general sense it applied remarkably 
well to the state of research into primitive monetary systems. And what 
was true a quarter of a century ago holds good to a considerably in- 
creased degree now. In the meantime many, indeed most, of the primi- 
tive communities have adopted modem money, so that they are no 
longer suitable fields for the study of primitive money. 

Unfortunately, even during the inter-war period ethnological research 
failed to make full use of its dwindling opportunities. It is true, some 
primitive communities were thoroughly investigated from the point of 
view of their monetary systems. We know a great deal about the cur- 
rencies of a few of the Pacific islands and of a few African communities, 
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but no ethnologist adequately equipped with the necessary economic 
knowledge ever studied on the spot the predominant majority of the 
remaining primitive currencies. Credit is due to the few exceptions. 
Malinowski, Firth, Armstrong, Thurnwald and a few others performed 
splendid work m respect of the communities which they investigated. 
They could not be everywhere, however. We have also obtained much 
valuable incidental information from ethnologists who had been able 
to observe the working of monetary systems in primitive communities 
even though their mam interest was in a different sphere. Generally 
speaking, however, most ethnologists and travellers are exasperatingly 
vague when referring to the primitive currency systems of the tribes they 
visited. Many of them make some casual remarks on the subject and 
give just enough information to be tantalizing without being really 
instructive. 

Lord Hailey’s African Survey complains that there is no reference 
book which provides full information about the primitive currencies 
used in various parts of Africa. The same may be said about the other 
continents. The only systematic attempts at providing a comprehensive 
list of primitive currencies in use were made by two Germans, Noback 
and Klimpert. Their reference books published during the 19th century 
are, however, hopelessly out of date, and not easily accessible outside 
Germany. German ethnologists spent much time and effort on the 
investigation of the primitive currencies of the former German colonies. 
There is also a certain amount of detailed though not very up-to-date 
information available about the primitive monetary systems of some 
French and Dutch colonies. The information concerning primitive 
moneys in most British colonies is, however, on the whole, remarkably 
scant. 

If we disregard incidental references to primitive money, literature 
on the subject may be classified into three categories. There are works 
by numismatists or monetary historians such as Lenormant, Babelon, 
Mommsen, Burns, Ridgeway, Nolan, etc. The second group includes 
ethnologists covering the subject from an ethnological rather than an 
economic point of view. Outstanding amongst them are: Schurtz, Hwof, 
Lenz, Thilenius, Regling and Andree. They have treated their subject 
with German thoroughness but, generally speaking, with little theoreti- 
cal background. Finally, there is a group of economic anthropologists, 
Malinowski, Firth, Thurnwald, Herskovits, Viljoen, etc. Even the 
members of this latter group treated their subject from an anthro- 
pological rather than an economic point of view and were, as a rule, 
more concerned with classifying their facts than analysing the broader 
theoretical implications of their findings. 

The investigation of primitive currencies was handicapped largely by 
the lack of co-operation between economists and ethnologists. The 
former practically ignored the very existence of the latter. They never 
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heard of those few ethnologists who have done very good work in the 
sphere of research in primitive money, even though their names were 
well known among students of ethnology. Ethnologists, on their 
part, undertook their task without adequate preparation in economic 
theory. They collected valuable facts without being able to appreciate 
the significance of their discoveries from the point of view of monetary 
theory. In fact-finding they were handicapped by lack of adequate know- 
ledge of the kind of facts that are necessary from a theoretical point of 
view. For instance, some ethnologists took much trouble in ascertaining 
the objects which were generally or widely acceptable in payment among 
the primitives. Very few of them took the trouble of ascertaining, how- 
ever, whether and to what extent those objects were required for the 
purpose of direct consumption or for the purpose of using them for 
future purchases. Yet the answer to that question is in many instances 
conclusive in determining whether objects given and accepted in 
exchange can be regarded as money. 

One of the results of the inadequate theoretical background of eth- 
nologists was the development of unilateral theories by them. Inparticular, 
those engaged in field work were inclined to generalize from the small 
number of communities they investigated. Most of them failed to realize 
the almost infinite variety of systems that were in existence outside 
the sphere of their special interest. 

Another cause of the erroneous views economists take about primi- 
tive money is that they are inclined to regard problems of primitive 
communities from a modern point of view without allowing for the 
fundamental differences existing between primitive man and modern 
man, and between primitive community and modem community. 
Because barter would be extremely difficult and inconvenient in our 
highly developed community, economists imagine that it is almost 
as inconvenient and difficult in primitive communities having reached a 
certain stage in their economic progress. They fail to realize that barter 
may suit conditions in a community which has not reached a very 
advanced stage. It is largely because of their preconceived notion about 
the extreme difficulty of barter that economists gave an entirely false 
picture of the evolution of money. They assumed that money necessarily 
arose from the realization of these inconveniences, and were unaware 
that long before barter had reduced itself to absurdity, indeed in many 
instances before barter even existed, non-commercial factors may have 
led to the evolution of money. 

Yet another instance of the tendency to regard primitive conditions 
from a modern point of view was provided by Keynes, who tentatively 
suggested that the fall of the Egyptian and Sumerian Empires may have 
been due to a decline in their supply of monetary metals. Because in 
modern communities shortage of currency handicapped production in 
the 19th and 20th centuries, he was inclined to assume that ancient 
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empires were inconvenienced by the same factor in a similar way. What 
he failed to realize was that money played an incomparably less impor- 
tant part in the life of Egypt than in our life, and that in Babylonia any 
shortage of silver was largely corrected by the monetary use of barley. 

Evidently, the study of primitive money is uncharted territory both 
from the point of view of its factual material and from that of its 
theoretical implications. Many economic anthropologists made admit- 
tedly valuable contributions towards the building up of a theory of 
primitive money. None of them has made so far a systematic effort to 
ascertain the extent to which modern monetary theory can be applied to 
primitive money and to examine the need and justification for an inde- 
pendent theory of primitive money. They did not seek to ascertain the 
place primitive money occupies in the evolution of the economic and 
social system and in the progress of civilization. Both the philosophical 
aspects of primitive money and its technico-theoretical aspects were 
left largely unexplored. 

When we come to the study of primitive monetary policy we are on 
almost entirely unexplored ground. Apart from the notable exception of 
Burns, authors dealing with the broader aspects of primitive money 
ignored the very existence of monetary policy in primitive communities. 
The general assumption was that in primitive communities money is a 
spontaneous development and the State authority abstains from inter- 
fering with it until a more advanced stage is reached. The many known 
instances of monetary policy in primitive communities have hardly 
been studied. Nor have the instances of monetary policy pursued by 
advanced communities using primitive money been adequately investi- 
gated. Indeed, relapses into the use of primitive money in recent times 
have been almost completely ignored by theoretical economists who 
regard them as freak phenomena, the treatment of which should be 
left to daily journalism. It was only quite recently that economists 
began to take notice of the “cigarette standard” that was adopted in 
many parts of Europe and in Eastern Asia during or after the second 
World War. 

In the light of the above facts — and the selection of similar instances 
could be prolonged considerably — it seems justified to describe the study 
of primitive money as being largely a Terra Incognita. Although the 
quantity of the material available is considerable, much more is needed 
before its manifold deficiencies can be said to have been corrected to a 
reasonable degree. 


CHAPTER 3 

THE BACKGROUND TO PRIMITIVE MONEY 

Money does not exist in a vacuum. It is not a mere lifeless object, but a 
social institution. Without its background it has as little meaning as a 
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verb divorced from its context. An axe or a table has obvious uses which 
are inherent in its nature and qualities. On the other hand* the use of an 
object chosen for monetary purposes depends not only on its inherent 
qualities but on the character of its users and the conditions in the com- 
munity in which it is used. For this reason it is important to study the 
background of primitive currencies if we want to understand their use. 
That background is provided by the intellectual standard, character and 
customs of the peoples concerned, and their economic, political, social 
and cultural systems and institutions. 

A detailed study of the. background of the large number of primitive 
currencies dealt with in this book would be an immense task requiring 
many volumes. The author had necessarily to confine himself here to a 
few geneial observations. What matters is that the reader should realize 
the high degree to which the nature of a primitive currency depends not 
only on its inherent qualities but on the background against which it 
is used. 

The study of primitive money should be conceived not as a mere 
study of the function of economic factors. It is because many econo- 
mists have so conceived it that they still believe that the adoption of 
money was decided upon when barter became too inconvenient; that 
the nature of the money chosen was always determined by the economic 
requirements of the community; and that the process of improvement 
of the monetary system culminating in the adoption of coinage was 
necessarily determined by economic considerations. In reality the con- 
venience of trade was only one of the many factors responsible for the 
origin and evolution of primitive monetary systems. To find most of the 
other factors, we must study primitive character and primitive social 
institutions. 

The result of our enquiry into the background to primitive money is 
a picture of the human species trying to work out his salvation by trial 
and error, very often without any precise idea, or indeed without any 
idea whatsoever, of what he is after. Primitive man is not a rationally 
calculating being. He is apt to grope his way forward in the dark. He 
does not know what is best for him and his fellow human beings. 
And even if he did, he might still prefer some other solution on some 
apparently irrational ground, or at any rate on some purely non-econo- 
mic ground. His progress towards the adoption and improvement of 
money is very often unconscious. He is apt to do the right thing for the 
wrong reason, and to discover improved systems without knowing whal 
he is doing or why he is doing it. 

The story of primitive money is part of the general story of mankind 
drifting towards its destiny through a series of reverses, often stumbling 
on the correct solution by sheer accident. We ought to bear in mind that 
primitive man had not as a rule the benefit of the experience of other 
primitive communities. While in many instances he may have been able 
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to imitate the systems of neighbouring tribes, much more often each 
community had to work out its own solution. Moreover, in the absence 
of written records, knowledge acquired by one generation was apt to be 
lost by the next if meanwhile the system fell into disuse. It is only at a 
comparatively advanced stage that primitive communities established 
sufficiently close contact with each other, both through space and 
through time, to be able to imitate each other’s currencies systematically 
and to learn by the mistakes of their ancestors or neighbours. 

Unfortunately, we know very little about the human background of 
prehistoric primitive money. By the time the “historic 49 races had emerr 
ged from their prehistoric phase they had reached a fairly advanced 
intellectual standard. Even though the use of primitive money may have 
survived for some time their advance in other spheres, it was used by 
comparatively civilized races in a comparatively civilized way. Almost 
all “historic” races, even in their earliest recorded stages of develop- 
ment, far exceeded the present-day or recent cultural and intellectual 
standard of most “unhistoric” races. The survival of primitive money 
was in their case largely anachronism, or it was forced on them by 
economic conditions. Our information about those phases of their 
development when the use of primitive currencies really corresponded 
to their contemporary primitive intellectual standards and economic 
systems is in most instances very vague. 

We have, of course, much more evidence concerning the use of primi- 
tive currencies forced on advanced races by the unsatisfactory working 
of the modern monetary system. While that information may be helpful 
in enabling us to observe the functioning of primitive money, it is not 
very helpful for the elaboration of a theory of its early evolution. For 
that purpose we have to rely largely on evidence obtained through the 
investigation of present-day or recent primitive communities. In order 
to make such use of that evidence as a basis for a theory of the evolution 
of money, however, it would be necessary for us to assume that at an 
early stage the historic races were at the same stage of intellectual 
development as the unhistoric races were until recently or still are even 
in our days. To some extent such an assumption is, in fact, supported by 
the comparison of evidence contained in the historical and ethnological 
sections of this book. If we compare the earliest known monetary sys- 
tems with those used by recent primitive communities, there is at times 
a striking degree of similarity. The Code of Hammurabi contains pro- 
visions which are largely identical with those of present-day tribal law 
and custom in some primitive communities. The same objects which 
were used as currencies during the early stages of development of the 
historic races are still used or were used until quite recently by many 
unhistoric races. 

Nevertheless, it would be dangerous to take it for granted that 
the behaviour of present-day savage tribes in the Pacific or Africa is 
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necessarily identical with, or even similar to, that of the ancestors of 
the present European races thousands of years ago. It is open to argument 
whether present-day primitive races have merely failed to develop for 
lack of opportunity or whether they are fundamentally incapable of ever 
reaching an advanced stage of civilization. Until the controversy is 
settled we have to exercise the utmost caution in applying our ethnolo- 
gical evidence for the purpose of elaborating our theory of the evolution 
of the money of the historic races. At the same time, since the study of 
ethnological evidence is largely our only possible way of approach, we 
can hardly afford to discard it. 

The first fact that emerges forcefully from the study of primitive 
character is that there is no such thing as a primitive character, except 
in such a vague sense as to be almost meaningless for practical purposes. 
There is an immense range of differences between the character of 
different primitive peoples at any given moment, and between the 
character of the same race at various stages of its development. It is 
essential to resist the temptation to infer sweeping conclusions from 
observations concerning a limited number of primitive communities 
which happened to have a largely similar outlook on some particular 
point. 

For instance, it is widely assumed that all primitive communities are 
highly conservative and that they tend to resist to the utmost any influ- 
ences making for changes in their monetary systems. While this may 
be true so long as the evolution of their monetary systems is not subject 
to external influence, it is largely incorrect as far as the attitude of many 
primitive communities towards the penetration of external monetary 
systems is concerned. The speed with \yhich certain African tribes adop- 
ted various imported objects as their money for internal purposes was 
in sharp contrast with the dogged determination of certain Pacific tribes 
to hang on to their ancient primitive monetary system. 

It is a frequently employed method of modem writers to represent 
primitive communities precisely in the way that suits their thesis. Ad- 
herents of the classical economic doctrine of laisser fairs present the 
unspoilt savage as the true personifier of the type of the Economic Man. 
This enables them to argue that any departure from the unrestricted 
exercise of the pursuit of self-interest as the main economic motive 
power constitutes a departure from the natural state of affairs. Yet the 
study of our ethnological evidence, and even to some extent of our 
historical evidence, clearly indicates that this picture is entirely false. 
Laisser-faire does not truly represent the primitive character. The fact 
is that the predominant majority of primitive communities had con- 
trolled economies and savages were found to be guided by self-interest 
to a much less degree than modern men. Indeed, if we were to describe 
the primitive type as the Non-Economic Man we would be much nearer 
the truth than by trying to present him as the Economic Man— though 
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in this respect, too, we must guard ourselves against sweeping generali- 
zations. 

Another extreme misinterpretation of the primitive character and the 
primitive system is represented by the theory put forward by Socialist 
writers, according to whom the original system of mankind was Com- 
munism and that by returning to it we would simply return to the 
natural state of affairs from which we had departed. Without going into 
the extremely involved question of ownership in primitive communities, 
let it be sufficient to point out that in many instances a high degree of 
private ownership existed at a very early stage and that the tendency 
was towards an increase in the relative importance of private property 
when the size of the primitive community progressed from the stage of 
the family through the stages of the clan and tribe towards the stages of 
race, nation and empire. In any case, what is often loosely described as 
original Communism very often amounted in reality to ownership by 
the chief of the tribe and not common ownership by members of the 
tribe. Indeed, while in many instances the prevailing system in primitive 
communities is distinctly Communistic, in other instances private 
ownership is carried to extremes unknown in the most highly individua- 
listic modern communities. In many tribes the belongings of primitive 
man are individual to such a degree that on his death they are buried 
with the owner or destroyed rather than allowed to pass into other 
hands. 

Another one-sided popular picture is that of the easy-going savage, 
the primitive man who does not work unless he is actually hungry and 
stops working as soon as he has satisfied his immediate hunger. This 
savage type is described as improvident in the extreme, in that he wastes 
the surplus products he is unable to consume immediately and makes no 
provision whatsoever for the future. Beyond doubt, the description fits 
a large number of known instances. On the other hand, it is entirely 
incorrect in at least an equally large number of known instances. Many 
primitive communities are indeed the scene of feverish activity. Their 
members are engaged in production to the utmost limit of their capacity 
and the turnover of their products is very considerable. This activity is 
not prompted by profit motive. They do not produce in order to sell at 
a profit, nor do they exchange goods for the sake of material gain. The 
reason why they exert themselves is to gain prestige by outdoing other 
members of their communities in competitive exchanges or in religious 
sacrifices, or in their subscriptions to secret societies, or in giving away 
presents, or in arranging lavish feasts, or even in destroying the largest 
possible quantity of wealth. In conjunction with these activities they 
contract huge debts and make the utmost effort to meet them. This is 
certainly not in accordance with the picture of the easy-going savage of the 
popular imagination. Curiously enough, the South Sea savage is gen- 
erally regarded as the typical representative of the idle and improvident 
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primitive man, the carefree playboy of nature. Yet in no other part of 
the globe can we encounter so many instances of feverish economic 
activity stimulated by the desire to secure large supplies of primitive 
money in order to gam prestige. 

Yet another one-sided picture arising through generalization is the 
type of the greedy savage. It originates from the experience of travellers 
in backward countries. In a large number of accounts of such travels 
prominence is given to the insatiable greed with which savage tribes 
sought to exploit and rob white travellers. It would be interesting to 
ascertain to what extent this attitude was due to special circumstances 
arising from the contact between two fundamentally different civili- 
zations. In many instances those who had an opportunity of studying 
the attitude of savages towards each other give an account of almost 
unlimited selfless generosity, of a kind entirely unknown in modern 
commmunities which could afford it much more easily than primitive 
peoples living on a bare subsistence level. Nobody is allowed to go 
hungry in many a savage village so long as there is some food to go 
round. In some primitive communities — especially in Polynesia — no 
tribesman can refuse a request for any of his belongings. It is easily 
understandable, however, that when the savage encounters travellers of 
a foreign race who possess goods which he is entirely unable to produce, 
his greed is aroused and he seeks to gain possession of those goods by 
fair means or foul. Possibly as a result of the introduction of a limited 
quantity of modern goods the savages became greedy also in their 
dealings with each other. Until then they were in a position to produce 
in excess of their immediate needs most kinds of goods they consumed 
and they could often well afford to give them away to each other on 
a basis of reciprocity. The introduction of a limited quantity of much- 
coveted modern manufactures tends, however, to create a spirit of 
selfishness and greed and, since most of those who described the savage 
only know him after his contact with modem civilization, they imagine 
that unbounded greed is inherent in the primitive character. 

Admittedly even before they become “contaminated” through con- 
tact with advanced civilization savages are apt to be very anxious to 
secure for themselves the largest possible proportion of certain of the 
goods their community produces. We saw above that their desire for 
prestige induces them to engage in competitive exchanges and other 
kinds of economic activity prompted largely by non-economic motives. 
According to Galbraith Welch, there is a term in many African langu- 
ages that means “to give a small present in order to catch a bigger 
present/* In a large proportion of instances, however, the desire to 
secure more is prompted by the desire to be able to give away more. 
Greed for prestige and not greed for wealth characterizes these com- 
munities. In many instances the savages resent being given valuable 
presents which they are not in a position to reciprocate. It is true, in 
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other instances they are only induced to reciprocate for fear of the con- 
sequences of not doing so. 

Many writers are inclined to indulge in sweeping generalizations 
about the mental capacity of savage races. Yet that capacity varies 
immensely. Many primitive races are utterly incapable of counting 
beyond two or three, or at any rate beyond the number of their fingers 
and possibly their toes. They check their livestock not by counting them 
but by remembering the appearance of their animals or by marking 
them. Other savages, equally primitive in many other respects, are, on 
the other hand, able to count in very high figures and somehow manage 
to carry out advanced arithmetical operations. Most transactions are 
concluded verbally, and to remember them is a no mean feat of memory. 
In Africa, where after the depreciation of cowries payments ran into 
very big figures, the rapidity with which tens of thousands of cowries 
were counted would have put to shame any modern bank cashier. 

There is also a tendency to generalize from known instances in which 
savages showed themselves reluctant to engage in exchanges. Beyond 
doubt, this is the characteristic attitude in many primitive communities. 
It is probably partly in order to overcome this reluctance, making as it 
does for stagnation, that the various tribal customs leading to com- 
petitive exchanges and other forms of artificially stimulated turnover in 
goods have developed. It is often stated that primitive man does not 
exchange his product unless and until he particularly wants to acquire 
some definite object. Beyond doubt there are many instances to confirm 
this theory. On the other hand, there are innumerable instances to show 
that in many primitive communities the exchange of goods is a favourite 
pastime. Primitive markets constitute the principal means of entertain- 
ment, and those who participate in it, especially womenfolk, thoroughly 
enjoy bartering even for its own sake. In many instances they are de- 
scribed as very hard bargainers, but in other instances they are extremely 
easy-going, so that in this respect, too, it is impossible to 'generalize 
regarding the character of savages. Instances have been recorded in 
which native sellers of products were rigidly obstinate and preferred to 
leave their products unsold rather than reduce the price. In other in- 
stances, however, prices quoted by native producers and traders are 
extremely elastic and adapt themselves to supply and demand. 

From the foregoing it is evident that the character of primitive peoples 
is at least as varied as that of modern peoples. If there is one respect in 
which it is justifiable to some extent to generalize, it is in respect of the 
relative importance of non-economic factors in the life of the large 
majority of primitive communities. Social considerations play relatively 
a much more important part as the motives for their economic activities 
than in modern communities. 

All these and many other considerations influence directly or in- 
directly the development of money in primitive communities. The study 
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of primitive money is, therefore, for obvious reasons not an exact 
science. It would be futile to attempt to ascertain any definite relation- 
ship between certain phases of civilization and the use of certain types of 
money. 

To understand a primitive monetary system, we must know some- 
thing not only about the inherent qualities of the objects used and their 
actual and potential quantity, but also about the people who used it 
and their economic conditions, social institutions and cultural back- 
ground. We have to know a great deal about these matters in order to 
form a correct idea of their monetary systems. Superficial descriptions 
by travellers lacking local knowledge have been the source of many 
misleading conclusions. After all, even if we arrive in some foreign city 
which is at the same stage of development as our own community, and 
the language of which we can speak, it takes some time before we can 
adapt ourselves to the differences of habits and mentality and before we 
even begin to understand their actions and the motives behind their 
actions. It is easy to imagine, therefore, how much more difficult it must 
have been for the European traveller to become acquainted with the 
system of a community at a totally different stage of culturahdevelop- 
ment, speaking a strange language and ruled by traditions with which 
he had no means of being acquainted. It necessarily takes years of patient 
field work before any intruder in a primitive community could possibly 
form a really reliable idea about the working of a primitive monetary 
system. 

The study of the background to primitive moneys used in historic 
instances is incomparably simpler. Apart from any other reasons, in 
most historic instances the use of primitive money is attributable to 
material circumstances rather than to the character of its users. Never- 
theless, early monetary history, too, has its puzzles to which human 
character provides the key. But in the overwhelming majority of in- 
stances the knowledge of the material background should suffice to 
enable us to answer the question why many communities preferred to 
use, say, scrap metals by weight rather than coins, or why peoples 
acquainted with modern money were prepared to put up with com- 
modity currencies. 

The reason why it is particularly important for us to become ac- 
quainted with the background to primitive money adopted in primitive 
communities is that the realization of the existence of extreme contrasts 
in the circumstances and character of various communities will help us 
to discount various one-sided theories. Economists, with an enviable 
degree of confidence in their infallibility, sought to explain the origin 
and early development of money on the ground of one over-simplified 
theory with the exclusion^-tacit or expressed — of all other possible ex- 
planations. Perhaps if they had duly realized the immense discrepancies 
in the mental make-up and material circumstances of the communities 
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over the five continents they might have allowed for the possibility 
of alternative explanations. They might not have taken it for granted 
that all communities in all ages and throughout the world necessarily 
resorted to precisely the same solution for precisely the same reasons. 
The study of the background to primitive money is perhaps the best way 
of making the student realize the need for humility in his approach to 
the subject. Surrounded as it is on all sides with unknown factors, it 
calls for an open-minded attitude. 

A fact that is liable to impress one more than anything else as a result 
of a study of the background to primitive money is the possibility of a 
wide variety of causes leading to the same solution, and of the same 
cause leading to a wide variety of solutions. Also the student cannot fail 
to be impressed by the remarkably slow pace of evolution. After having 
studied the background to primitive money, he is bound to realize that 
the predominant majority of writers on early monetary evolution is 
guilty of gross over-simplification. The neat “streamlined” theories they 
produced are utterly divorced from reality. In real life the evolution of 
money was a highly involved process— a process, moreover, that was 
apt to differ widely from place to place. 


CHAPTER 4 

TREATMENT OF THE SUBJECT 

Chapter 2 gave some idea of the immense gaps that exist in our know- 
ledge of primitive money. The object of this book is to fill many of these 
gaps. It would be impossible, however, for any single human being to 
fill all of them, even if he were to devote his whole life to the task. It is 
far beyond the capacity of any one student to ascertain by direct per- 
sonal investigation on the spot more than a negligible fraction of the 
relevant factual material. Nor is it possible for anybody who has not an 
extensive research organization at his disposal to accumulate and study 
wi thin the brief space of a lifetime all the published evidence secured by 
others. 

At the very outset of his enquiry the author had to face a particularly 
difficult dilemma. He had to decide whether to arrive at a preconceived 
definition before embarking on his ethnological and historical research, 
or whether to allow the definition to emerge subsequently from the 
material collected. This dilemma which confronts the monetary his- 
torian or anthropologist engaged in research on primitive money is 
clearly stated by Laum in his Heiliges Geld. He points out that unless 
the meaning of the term “money” is defined in advance, students may 
extend their research over objects which could not properly be described 
as primitive money, or they would omit others which should have been 
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included. On the other hand, if they accept one of the innumerable 
definitions put forward by economists, their research becomes both 
restricted and prejudiced by that preconceived definition. Most anthro- 
pologists considered the first alternative the lesser evil and proceeded 
with their investigations without a preliminary definition. The result 
was often a loose and indiscriminate application of the term “money,” 
leading to much confusion of thought, arguments at cross-purposes, 
and the production of much misleading or irrelevant information. Some 
anthropologists, on the other hand, adopt in advance a strict and com- 
paratively narrow definition which subordinates their ethnological 
research to economic dogmatism. As for economists, they usually 
simply proceed on the basis of their favourite definition of modern 
money. 

In this book an attempt is made to reconcile the two methods. In the 
Ethnological and Historical Sections practically all objects which have 
been claimed by responsible writers to have been used for monetary 
purposes are dealt with. The author usually indicates the extent to which 
he is inclined to endorse these claims, without binding himself in ad- 
vance to a cut and dried definition, It is not until after the presentation 
of the factual evidence that he attempts to solve the problem of finding 
a definition on the basis of that evidence. The material is at the disposal 
of others who may prefer some totally different definition. 

Another difficulty of procedure with which the author was faced was 
the determination of the dividing line between the historical and the 
ethnological material. History deals with the so-called historic races 
and ethnology with the so-called unhistoric races. This sounds simple 
enough. Unfortunately, it is often a matter of opinion whether a given 
race is historic or unhistoric. What is worse, in many communities 
historic and unhistoric races live together and to a large extent use the 
same primitive currencies. It also occurred in a number of instances that 
races which had had great historical past had subsequently declined into 
primitive communities. This is the case, for instance, with the Mongols, 
which were in many respects a relatively advanced nation in the Middle 
Ages but have subsequently become a comparatively primitive com- 
munity. In the absence of a clear dividing line, it was necessary to divide 
much of the material in an arbitary manner. 

Although chronologically the Historical Section should precede the 
Ethnological Section, the author reversed this order, because logically 
the description of the least advanced communities should come first. 
And the overwhelming majority of communities dealt with in the Ethno- 
logical Section is at a lower stage of evolution than even the least 
advanced community covered in the Historical Section. 

The chapter headings in the Ethnological and Historical Sections 
could not possibly cover all primitive currencies dealt with in the chap- 
ters concerned. They indicate the currency or currencies that, in the 
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author’s opinion, are the most characteristics of the primitive monetary 
systems of the communities during the periods covered by the chapters. 

Most authors dealing with primitive money classify their material 
according to the objects used for monetary purposes, and not according 
to the nationality of the users. They follow, for instances, ring money 
from its early beginnings in Ancient Egypt right to its present-day use 
in West Africa. They describe the use of the cattle standard from 
Homeric days to present-day pastoral communities. Since our object in 
the Ethnological and Historical Sections is to provide raw material for 
the Theoretical Section, and for others who may want to write on the 
subject, the author thought it more convenient to arrange his ethnolo- 
gical material for the purpose of reference according to countries, and to 
divide the history of primitive money in various advanced or compara- 
tively advanced countries into the conventional three main historical 
periods. 

The book does not claim to be a practical guide for merchants desirous 
of engaging in trade with primitive communities. Nevertheless, it con- 
tains much information which merchants wanting to trade with primitive 
communities still using primitive currencies may find useful. They will 
be able to compare their experience with that of many other communi- 
ties trading in a similar way. From this point of view the book may 
contain some helpful material also for Colonial administrations and for 
Governments of countries with backward territories. When they are 
confronted with some problem arising from the use of a primitive 
currency they may be able to compare their experience with that of other 
administrative authorities faced with somewhat similar problems in 
various parts of the world during various periods. In this respect colo- 
nial authorities having to deal with problems arising from the use of 
primitive money are at present working under a considerable disadvan- 
tage. If they are faced with a problem arising from modern money, 
they can draw upon the immense wealth of experience accumulated in 
modern times all over the world — experience which was published in an 
accessible form and commented upon by the world’s leading experts 
whose writings were translated into each other’s languages. As far as 
primitive money is concerned, however, the Governments anxious to 
ascertain how others before them acted in a given situation, have often 
no opportunity to search for obscure references contained in long- 
forgotten volumes kept in maccesible libraries. Even Colonial Offices 
adequately equipped for such enquiries are not always in a position to 
undertake such research at short notice. And even if the facts are ob- 
tained, there is no way of benefiting by accumulated expert knowledge 
relating to them, for the simple reason that they have never been sub- 
ject to searching enquiries similar to those undertaken in connection 
with modern monetary problems. To help to overcome this difficulty to 
some extent is one of the objects of this book. 
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The foregoing observation brings ns to the theoretical aspects of this 
enquiry. The facts relating to primitive money are in themselves interest- 
ing, but their accumulation within the covers of this book is largely a 
means to an end. The mam purpose of the study of these facts is to 
provide raw material for the elaboration of a monetary theory based on 
the broadest possible factual foundations. 

The Theoretical Section is concerned with primitive money in general, 
not with each type of primitive money separately. It would be justifiable 
to examine in detail the full theoretical implications of every system of 
primitive money, in the same way as the various types of gold standard, 
bimetallism, paper currency, etc., are often investigated separately. 
There is an almost infinite variety of primitive monetary systems, each 
obeying a peculiar set of rules. While there are laws which affect equally 
the ox standard, the wheat standard and the cowrie standard, there are 
essential differences in their actual application. To describe and analyse 
thousands of systems based on the various monetary objects would in 
itself be an immense task. But owing to the multiplicity of currencies in 
primitive communities we would have to deal with the infinite variety 
of combinations of these monetary objects — a task that is too formid- 
able to be feasible. We have to content ourselves by trying to ascertain 
the general rules applicable to a sufficiently large number of primitive 
monetary systems to be accepted as general. 

The author endeavoured to follow up most lines of theoretical ap- 
proach initiated by those writing on the subject before him, and also to 
originate a number of new lines of approach. While primarily concerned 
with primitive money, the Theoretical Section necessarily has to deal 
with money in general, viewed in the light of the evidence produced by 
the enquiry on primitive money. 

In the concluding chapters, the broadest aspects of primitive money 
are examined. These include the part it plays in the economic system, 
its historical role and its role in the evolution of civilization. The author 
puts forward a Social Theory of Money, endeavouring to present money 
as a social institution which in primitive as well as modem communities 
provides the incentive to produce goods beyond immediate require- 
ments. He seeks to prove that, even though this role is played in a 
totally different way in primitive and modern communities, in final 
results primitive money as modern money is the driving force making 
for the better utilization of economic resources and productive capacity. 

The book concludes with a series of suggestions concerning further 
research and with a forecast of the prospect of primitive money. The 
author feels that he is far from having exhausted the subject of his choice 
and that there is ample scope both for general works carrying his investi- 
gation further and for a large number of monographs dealing with 
particular countries, particular periods or particular primitive curren- 
cies. He also feels that, in spite of the decline of the use of primitive 
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money, it should be studied by the monetary authorities and those 
qualified for advising them, owing to the ever-present possibility of a 
relapse into their use during an emergency or a difficult period. Over 
and above all, he feels that monetary theory and other branches of 
learning could greatly benefit by a thorough investigation of the nature 
and working of the primitive monetary systems still in existence, and by 
the full utihzation of the factual material thus obtained by the theoreti- 
cal economists and students of sister-sciences. 

During recent years the trend of progress of monetary science has 
been mainly in the direction of “mechanization” — that is, monetary 
functions were sought to be expressed in mathematical formulae, and 
their results were sought to be ascertained with the aid of statistical 
tables. The present book does not attempt to contribute towards pro- 
gress in that direction; indeed its special subject does not lend itself to 
such treatment. Instead of swimming with the fashionable tide of 
mathematical and statistical approach, the author has chosen the some- 
what neglected biological approach. In other branches of learning the 
importance of studying existing systems, institutions, objects, by 
probing into their origins and earliest evolution has long been recog- 
nized. The author feels it is high time monetary science developed in that 
direction. 
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PART I: OCEANIA 


CHAPTER 1 

MAT AND BARK CLOTH MONEY IN SAMOA 

T he question whether or not the Samoan group of islands had a 
primitive currency before the second World War is highly con- 
troversial. Raymond Firth and George Brown hold strongly the 
view that the mats and native bark cloth which were, and probably still 
are, used frequently in exchanges do not constitute a currency. Accord- 
ing to Brown , 1 the value of fine mats depends not only on the fineness of 
the thread and the size, but is also affected by historical associations. 
Many old mats had distinct names and acquired great sentimental value 
as a result of having been used as the “top mat” on some great occasion, 
such as a famous wedding or the conclusion of a peace treaty. Many of 
the most valuable mats are old and torn. It stands to reason that any 
such heirlooms cannot possibly be considered as currency. Helfferich 
quotes a document in the archives of the German Colonial Government 
of Samoa, a petition from High Chief Mataafa to the Governor of 
Samoa, asking him to decree mats as unpawnable as they were sacred 
and had the same significance for the inhabitants of Samoa as orders of 
chivalry and titles had for Germans . 8 

Mats with historical or sentimental associations constitute, however, 
only a small fraction of the number of mats in existence in Samoa. The 
overwhelming majority of mats have no such significance and change 
hands quite freely. Indeed, the entire economic and social system of 
Samoa is built on the frequency of exchanges in which mats, and to a 
less extent native bark cloth, play a prominent part. 

The mats are made by women, and their size is between two and three 
yards square. Many months and even years are sometimes spent over 
the making of a single mat. These fine mats are considered the most 
valuable property of the Samoans and, according to Turner, “form a 
sort of currency which they give and receive in exchange .” 3 

Their values varied before the second World War between two 
shillings and forty shillings. Fine mats constitute the principal store of 
value. Indeed, they may be considered to be practically the only possible 
form of store of value in that primitive community which is essentially 

'George Brown, Melanesians and Polynesians (London, 1910), pp. 303*4. 

'Karl Helfferich, Money (London, 1927), Vol. i, p. 14. 

“George Turner, Samoa a Hundred Years Ago (London, 1884), p. 120. 
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Communistic, like most communities in Polynesia. Ownership of land 
is rather indistinct. Anybody having any movable objects, including 
modern money, must be prepared to give them up at the request of a 
kinsman of a friend, or be prepared to find them missing . 4 Fine mats, 
precisely because there is sentimental value attached to some of them, 
cannot be claimed, however, by others, though their owners have to 
part with them through obligatory exchanges. 

Ordinary fine mats serve to a large extent as a medium of exchange 
in Samoa. A number of authors who have studied the system on the spot 
for more or less prolonged periods hold this opinion. Thus Schulz- 
Ewerth: “Fine mats are highly valuable. They serve as a medium of 
exchange . 555 According to Pritchard: “Fine mats in Samoa are a medium 
of exchange and a standard of wealth . 550 In the opinion of Reinecke: 
“Mats play the part of money for the purposes of paying for certain 
services and objects . 5 * ’ 7 Kraemer says* “Fine mats are a fixed medium of 
exchange, similar to the Diwara shell money of the Melanesians and the 
Fei stone money of Yap . 5 ’ 8 * 

Wages are paid in fine mats, among others to artisans engaged for the 
building of houses and boats . 0 The services of thetattooer and magician 
are rewarded in payments of mats . 10 They are given as presents in 
consideration for the use of land , 11 which is the peculiar form assumed 
by rent in Samoa. On the other hand, George Brown 12 claimed that fine 
mats had no fixed negotiable value, by which he probably meant that 
their exchange value was a matter of negotiation. 

Above all, mats play a vital part in exchanges connected with mar- 
riage. In this respect, native bark cloth fulfils a similar role. The relatives 
of the bride have to give to the bridegroom and his friends, on the cele- 
bration of the wedding, a large quantity of fine mats and native bark 
cloth prepared by women. The bridegroom in turn has to give the family 
of his bride canoes, pigs, tools, garments, ornaments, etc . 13 “No lover 
of money was ever fonder of gold than a Samoan was of his fine mats , 55 
observes Turner . 14 In order to secure the largest possible number of 
mats, chiefs usually married a large number of women — indeed, mar- 
riage constituted the main economic incentive and barter arising from it 
represented a very large percentage of the turnover of goods. 

To some extent fine mats constitute the unit of account in Samoa . 15 

4 Felix M. Keesing, Modern Samoa (London, 1934), p. 325. 

5 Erich Schulz-Ewerth, Samoa (Das Eingeborenenrecht. Edited by Erich Schulz- 
Ewerth and Leonhardt Adam, Stuttgart, 1930), p. 676. 

°W. T, Pritchard, Polynesian Reminiscences (London, 1886), p, 13. 

7 F. Reineclce, Samoa (Berlin, 1902), p. 150. 

8 A. Kraemer, Die Samoa-Inseln (Stuttgart, 1902), Vol. I, p. 28. 

*Reinecke, p. 150. 10 Turner, p. 40. 

u Robert W. Williamson, The Social and Political Systems of Central Polynesia 

(Cambridge, 1924), Vol. m, p. 247. 

12 Brown, p. 434. 13 Tumer, p. 93. ^Turner, p, 176. 

15 Margaret Mead, Coming of Age in Samoa (Penguin Books, London, 1943), p. 26, 
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To a much larger extent they serve as a standard for deferred payments. 
The Royal Commission investigating native affairs in the mandated 
islands of Samoa during the ’twenties questioned a former native dis- 
trict judge who was dismissed because he disobeyed the order forbidding 
transactions in fine mats by repaying debt in that form. This appeared 
to have been a customary transaction. 16 

Fine mats are used extensively for unilateral payments. They are used 
for the payment of compensation to outraged husbands. 17 Fines, blood 
money, etc., are fixed in mats. On the occasion of the election of chiefs 
and kings, the candidates distribute mats among the electors. Whoever 
has most mats to distribute stands the best chance of being elected. The 
successful candidate, in return, receives mats from the people, so that 
on balance he may even have gained. 18 In inter-tribal wars allies could 
be bought with mats. 10 

The value of mats in modern money has increased considerably since 
the concluding years of the nineteenth century, in spite of their partial 
demonetization through the penetration of modern money because their 
output has declined. The use of modern money has resulted in a decline 
in the production of mat and bark cloth money. 20 Whilst in 1897-8, the 
value of ordinary mats was, according to Kraemer, between fifty and two 
hundred marks; in 1899 it was, according to Reinecke, between eighty 
and three hundred marks. Shortly before the first World War it reached 
one hundred to four hundred marks, according to Finsch who added 
that white traders were willing to lend eighty to one hundred marks on 
the security of a mat. 21 The value of mats declined, however, between 
the two wars. 

Whether the ethnologist or the economist is satisfied or not that mats 
constitute a currency in Samoa, there can be no doubt about the views 
held on the subject by the Samoans themselves. In the course of his 
evidence before the Royal Commission referred to above, the dismissed 
native district judge demanded that the law forbidding financial dealings 
in fine mats should be repealed. Samoans did not consider that it was a 
good law, because “there is no difference between the fine mats and 
gold and silver. The European works and saves money in the bank for 
his children; Samoan children have fine mats. They are the coin of the 
Samoans or Samoan wealth.” 33 

10 N. A. Rowe, Samoa Under the Sailing Gods (London, 1930), pp. 207-8. 

17 Mead, p. 67. lfi Reinecke, p. 149. lfl Kraemer, p. 28. 

20 Mead, p. 163. 

21 0. Finsch, Sudsee-Arbeiten . Abhandlungen der Hamburgischen Kolonial Insti- 
tute, Vol. xiv (Hamburg, 1914), p. 408. 

fl2 Rowe, p. 208. 



CHAPTER 2 

WHALES’ TEETH CURRENCY IN FIJI 

The natives of Fiji are as Communistic in their attitude towards 
property as those of any Pacific islands. For this reason no piimitive 
currency system has had a real chance of developing to any con- 
siderable extent. Nevertheless, it seems that the teeth of the sperm whale 
enjoyed until recently such a degree of preference among the articles of 
exchange that we are justified in classing them amongst the limited 
primitive currencies. 

According to Laura Thompson 1 the beautiful polished “ivory” teeth 
of the sperm whale serve as a means by which wealth can be accumu- 
lated, condensed and stored. The same author also claims that they serve 
as a medium of exchange. She does not regard whales’ teeth as a 
standard of value because “its ceremonial significance imparts to it an 
immeasurably sacred value which cannot be compared with the ex- 
change value of other objects.” 2 Since most of the turnover in goods 
assumes the form of gift exchange with no strict equivalence between 
the goods given and received, the question of the use of a standard of 
value may not arise. On the other hand, whales’ teeth figure prominently 
enough in such exchanges to be regarded as a favourite medium of 
barter, and possibly a medium of exchange. 

Whales’ teeth were only used for big transactions in the ’forties of 
the last century. One single whale’s tooth was said to have been sufficient 
to buy a big canoe. It was also accepted as blood money for a murdered 
man. 2 It was extensively used as bride money. According to Basil 
Thompson, such was the power of a whale’s tooth that he who accepted 
it could not refuse the request it carried with it, whether it be for a mere 
gift, or for an alliance, or for a human life. 2 At the beginning of the 19th 
century, whales’ teeth were held in such great esteem that it would 
have been dangerous for anybody but a great chief to be known to have 
a whale’s tooth in his possession.' On the other hand, according to the 
report of the Fijian Commission on Depopulation in 1893, modem 
money does not particularly attract the native of Fiji. When he takes 
produce to the market it is not from any desire for possession of money. 
He has in his mind a definite object on which the proceeds are to be 
spent. If he has no such object in mind, he will let the surplus product 
of his garden or fishing net decay rather than undergo the trouble of 
taking it to the market for the sake of receiving merely money. 4 

l Laura Thompson, Fijian Frontier (San Francisco, 1940), pp. 85-6. 

“Thompson, p. 86. °Finsch, p. 206. 

‘Nancy Walker, Fiji (London, 1936), p. 71. 

“John Martin, William Mariner's Account of the Natives of the Tonga Islands 
(London, 1817), Vol. i, p, 315. 

“Roberts, Problems of the Pacific, p. 224. Quoted by I. C. Greaves, Modern 
Production among Backward Peoples (London, 1935), p, 160, 

44 



CHAPTER 3 

OTHER CURRENCIES OF THE EASTERN PACIFIC 

One of the few Polynesian communities which is claimed to have pos- 
sessed a native currency is Easter Island. The “currency” — if it can be 
regarded as such — consisted of rats. This at any rate is alleged by Mac- 
millan Brown. 1 The “edible” rats of the Pacific area are considered a 
favourite delicacy and are eaten raw. They were “so highly valued as 
a luxury that they became favourite medium of barter, and perhaps a 
medium of exchange. No one would refuse a bunch of rats when anyone 
made an offer for any of his goods.” 3 If a man wanted anything another 
man had, he went out to hunt rats and was able to amass as much of 
the “coin” of the realm as would purchase the coveted object. 8 

There is no independent evidence to corroborate Macmillan Brown’s 
statement. But then, he is one of the leading authorities on Easter 
Island and on the ethnology of the Pacific in general. Nor is he, gener- 
ally speaking, inclined to assume too lightly that objects which are used 
in barter play the part of currency. Indeed he refuses to consider the 
fine mats of Samoa or the whales’ teeth of Fiji as currencies. “The only 
Polynesian island that ever developed the concept of a medium of 
trade” he observes, “was Easter Island and its currency was rats.” 4 

He fails to enlighten us, however, whether the rats taken for payment 
were always consumed by the recipients or whether on many occasions 
the latter used them in turn for payment. Nor does he inform us whether 
prices were regularly quoted in terms of rats. There can be no doubt, 
however, that rats were more freely acceptable than anything else, so 
that they may possibly have played a monetary role. Since, however, 
dead rats are essentially perishable, especially under a hot climate such 
as that of Easter Island, it is open to doubt whether their recipient could 
possibly envisage its use in subsequent exchanges. 

The idea of a unit of account in Hawaii does not appear to have 
arisen until after the arrival of the Europeans on the scene. Imported 
silver coins gave rise to the notion of a standard of value. 5 Even after 
the import of such coins, most exchanges were done by barter, but the 
goods came to be exchanged on the basis of their value in silver money. 4 

Sandalwood, which for a long time was the staple export of Hawaii, 
also became a unit of account. Obligations in traders’ accounts were 
stated in terms of piculs of sandalwood, not in currency, during the 
early part of the 19th century. 7 The Hawaiian chiefs were keen pur- 
chasers of foreign goods and offered promissory notes for large amounts 

X J. Macmillan Brown, The Riddle of the Pacific (London, 1924), p. 177. 

2 Brown, p. 177, 3 Biown, p. 23. 4 Brown, p. 23. 

•Freycinet, Voyage autour du Monde , Voi. n, p. 617. Quoted by R. S. Kuykendall, 
The Hawaiian Kingdom^ 17784819 (Honolulu, 1938), p. 84. 

°Kuykendall, p. 84. ’Kuykendall, p. 85. 
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payable in sandalwood. 8 One of the Hawaiian kings bought eight sailing 
vessels worth more than 300,000 dollars payable in sandalwood. 8 Huge 
debts in sandalwood accumulated during the first quarter of the 19th 
century. In 1826 a United States sloop of war was despatched to enforce 
the acknowledgment of these debts, A head tax was levied under which 
every man had to contribute half a picul, or four Spanish dollars. As a 
result the full amount of the debt was cleared, 10 but the sandalwood 
supply became exhausted. 

No evidence is available as to what extent sandalwood became a cur- 
rency for internal transactions. It stands to reason, however, that since 
there was a persistent demand for debt payment and export well in 
excess of the supply available, everybody readily accepted sandalwood 
logs in payment for his goods and services. 

Natives on Tikopia are in the habit of acquiring bark cloth, not only 
for their immediate personal use but also to keep it as a “prime stand-by 
in the resources of a person wishing to demonstrate his liberality or to 
implement any sudden payment.” 11 This appears to imply that bark 
cloth is used extensively as a store of value. According to Firth both 
bark cloth and sinnet can serve as “embryonic media of exchange” 
because of their durability. To some extent the two are alternative or 
even convertible in terms of each other, there being a number of tran- 
sactions in which either a coil of sinnet or a piece of bark cloth can be 
offered. 12 To a large extent bark cloth is a fiduciary currency. The 
reckoning is made in terms of the maro as a whole, that is, of the bundle 
irrespective of whether it contains half a dozen or two pieces of bark 
cloth. 13 

Firth emphasizes, however, that as measures of exchange value both 
sinnet and bark cloth operate only to a very limited degree “because of 
the limitations of sphere which social convention puts upon them.” By 
this he means that only certain classes of goods are exchangeable for 
bark cloth and sinnet. It would be contrary to convention to exchange 
bark cloth or sinnet either for goods belonging to a lower category, such 
as food, or for goods belonging to a higher category, such as canoes, 
This fact would not, however, disqualify bark cloth and sinnet from 
being regarded as a medium of exchange within the limited sphere in 
which they are used for that purpose, 14 For, in spite of the limitation of 
their use, Firth lays stress on the frequency with which they are liable 

8 Andrew W. Lind, An Island Community (Chicago, 1938), p. 10. 

fl Jean Hobbs, Hawaii— A Pageant of the Soil (Stanford, California, 1935), p. 23. 

10 Hobbs, p. 24. 

^Raymond Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy (London, 1939), p, 253. 

12 Firtk, p. 343, 13 Firth, p. 253. 

u In his article on Pnmitive Currency in the Encyclopedia Britannica (14th Edn,), 
Firth readily recognizes the monetary status of some of the objects used for monetary 
purposes m Africa, even though they, too, are used as media of exchange in limited 
spheres only and their scope is, therefore, comparable to that of bark cloth and sinnet 
in Tikopia. 
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to change hands as a result of commercial or ceremonial transactions. 
Even so, he feels we cannot regard these objects as currency. In this 
respect Rivers shares his views, in spite of his much more elastic con- 
ception of primitive money. 15 According to him, “Mats, bowls, hooks, 
bark cloth and other objects are exchanged freely, but there is no com- 
modity used as a medium of exchange which can be regarded as money/ 5 
It appears, nevertheless, that on the basis of a broader interpretation of 
primitive currency, bark-cloth and sinnet in Tikopia can be classed as 
such. 

The French Colony of New Caledonia had two kinds of objects 
serving as currency — the fur of the flying fox and various types of shells. 
Belts made of fibre with hair of the flying fox attached to it were des- 
cribed by Finsch as being a very current medium of barter, to such an 
extent that it might be considered as a kind of money. 10 No adequate 
information is, however, available to ascertain to what extent tins object 
fulfilled the requirements of a currency. According to Archey, it origin- 
ally served decorative purposes before it became “a kind of currency/ 517 

On the other hand, there is evidence showing that shells played a 
monetary role in New Caledonia. According to P£re Lambert, 18 shell 
strings were a medium of exchange. They were measured by the arm’s 
length. They appeared to be highly valuable, considering that half an 
arm’s length bought a small boat. P&re Lambert came across an instance 
of forged shell money. The forger was caught and his counterfeit cur- 
rency was withdrawn from circulation. 

In addition, there were strings of shell discs alternating with knots in 
monetary use; their value in 1911 was six cents a foot and it was used 
extensively by traders in dealing with natives. There were also strings 
of shell beads alternating with pieces of fur. 10 This was highly valuable 
and, according to the natives, it corresponded to the gold coins of the 
white man. It was only used by chiefs. 

The red fur under the ears of the flying fox constituted the material 
chosen as the medium of exchange of the Loyalty Islands. 20 Trade is 
done, however, mostly by means of barter and the natives are reputed 
to be very easygoing in their dealings with each other. According to 
Hadfield, 31 at the market where people from fishing and gardemng 
villages meet when a member of the fishing village enquires the price 
of yam, the answer is: “Oh, just give me as much fish as you would 
think it is worth” — and the bargain is closed. At the end of the day, 

1S W, H. R. Rivers, The History of Melanesian Society (Cambridge, 1914), p. 330. 

lfl Finsch, p. 173. 

17 G. Archey, South Sea Folk (Auckland, 1937), p. 54. 

ia P6re Lambert, Moeurs et Superstitions des Nio-Cattdoniens (Noumea, 1900), 
pp. 168-9. 

10 A. B. Lewis, Melanesian Shell Money in the Field Museum Collection (Chicago, 
1929), (Field Museum of Natural History Publication No. 268), p. 34. 

20 R. H. Codrmgton, The Melanesians (Oxford, 1891), pp. 324-5, 

21 E. Hadfield, Among the Natives of the Loyalty Group (London, 1920), pp. 220-1 , 
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each party hands over the unsold products to the other party. Under 
such a system* there can only be limited scope for the development of a 
currency. 


CHAPTER 4 

THE STONE MONEY OF YAP 

The monetary use of large stone discs on Yap is surely one of the strang- 
est systems human brain has ever devised. Its Spartan austerity is 
nothing if not impressive. Nor is the system a matter of distant past 
history. It was still in function on the eve of the outbreak of the war with 
Japan. 1 Those who are opposed to the liberal use of the term “primitive 
currency” naturally object to the inclusion of the “stone money of Yap” 
among them. Even Melville Herskovits, although in favour of a broad 
and elastic interpretation of the term, emphasizes that the stone money 
of Yap could not properly be included among their ranks. 2 Neverthe- 
less, it seems that under a liberal and broad definition this borderline 
case may reasonably be classed as a currency. 

Photographs of the stone money of Yap (known under the name of 
fd or fei) show irregular shaped “millstones” of varying size. Their 
material is aragonite, which is a type of calcite. It was shipped mainly 
from the quarries of Pelew and Guam. Its size varies from that of a 
plate 8 to a gigantic disc with a diameter of more than twice the size of a 
full-grown man. There is a hole in the middle of each stone to facilitate 
its transportation with the aid of a pole thrust through it. Some of the 
stones are believed to be more than 200 years old. 4 According to Herns- 
heim 4 the older stones are full of inscriptions, for it is customary to 
engrave on them the name of those who quarried it and shipped it across 
to Yap, and also the name of each new owner. 

The value of the stone money depends largely on its size measured in 
spans, which in Yap means the stretch of the index finger and thumb. 8 
In addition to its size, its shape and quality also affect its value. The 
stones imported from Guam are worth more than those shipped from 
Pelew, possibly because of a difference in quality, but more probably 
because Guam is more distant and the journey is more dangerous. 

‘The most recent published information is provided by Tadao Yanaihara, Pacific 
Islands under Japanese Mandate (Shanghai, 1939), Ch, vi. 

a M. J. Herskovits, The Economic Life of Primitive Peoples (New York 1940), 
pp. 215-6. 

3 Franz Hemsheim, SUdsee~Erinnerungen> 1875-1880 (Berlin, 1883), p. 20. Accord- 
ing to J. Kubary (Journal of the Museum Godefroy, Vol XII, p. 20) the small change 
consists of stones of the size of a dollar. 

4 W, Miiller, Yap-fErgehnisse der SUdsee-ExpedUion, II Ethnographic, B. Mikro- 
nesien (Hamburg, 1917)], p. 132. 

B Hemsheim, p. 20. 

a W. H. Furness, The Island of Stone Money (Philadelphia, 1910), p. 96. 
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There is absolutely no practical non-monetary use for the stone 
money of Yap. It does not constitute an implement, nor can its material 
be used for any non-monetary purpose. Nor is it considered to be orna- 
mental, excepting the very large specimens. It owes its value to the 
following circumstances : — 

1. Scarcity — Its material cannot be found in Yap and its quantity 
could not be increased indefinitely by import, owing to the difficulty of 
transport in small native boats. 

2. Cost of production — Its quarrying and transport involved a con- 
siderable amount of labour. Teams of men engaged in its production 
and transport had to be paid for their efforts in the form of food. In 
addition, suitable presents had to be given to the King of Pelew for his 
permission to quarry the stone on his island. 7 

3. Risk — Heavy loads had to be carried by frail native craft. It is 
said that from an expedition to Guam, only one out of twenty boats 
returned. 

The stohes are not valued because they are old, nor is there any idea 
of sanctity attached to them. 8 It is true, according to legend, the stone 
money is of divine origin. But the people of Yap possess sufficient 
unconscious humour to believe that it was one of their wicked gods who 
inspired the creation of their strange currency with the object of sowing 
the seeds of dissension among them. 0 

Photographs of the Island show an impressive display of some of the 
largest stones in front of the houses of their owners and of the communal 
buildings. Evidently the inhabitants are proud of their possessions and 
consider their stone money ornamental. Indeed, according to F. W. 
Christian, 10 stone money “is more for show and ornament than use,” 
It is not, of course, the white man’s idea of ornament, and it is doubtful 
whether even the Yap Islanders adopted it because they thought the 
clumsy stones beautiful. It seems reasonable to assume that the stones 
came to be considered ornamental because they were valuable, and did 
not acquire their value because they were first used as ornament. In any 
case small stones are valuable even though they are not considered 
ornamental. They are not displayed by their owners, partly because it 
would be easy to steal them and partly because they do not consider 
they have any reason to be proud of the possession of small “coins” 
measuring a mere foot or two in diameter. 

Stones, big and small, perform the functions of a store of value. They 
are practically the only form of mobile investment of the inhabitants in 
addition to their boats. Everybody is anxious to accumulate his capital 
in the form of stone money. 

Stone money also serves the purpose of a medium of exghange, 

’Hernsheim, p. 20. 8 Furness, p. 100. 

8 Willard Price, Japan's Islands of Mystery (London, 1944), p. 76. 

10 F. W, Christian, Caroline Islands (London, 1399), p. 236, 

D 
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though to a considerably less degree. In this respect it is necessary to 
discriminate between large stones and small ones. The latter circulate 
freely within the community. 11 Price describes a scene in which a queen 
proceeded to a shopping expedition with two muscular slaves carrying 
two smallish stones. 13 These small “coins” change hands frequently. On 
the other hand, the large stones hardly ever change hands. Everybody 
prefers to have a few large stones rather than a large number of small 
ones. The very large specimens cannot possibly be used in everyday 
transactions. It is for this reason that many ethnologists hold the view 
that the stone money of Yap is in reality no money. They are un- 
doubtedly right as far as the large specimens are concerned, but the fact 
that these do not act as a medium of exchange does not disqualify small 
stones from being regarded as money. 

Admittedly, the use of stone money as medium of exchange has its 
limitations: — 

1. It is purely an internal money. Trade with other islands is trans- 
acted largely on a barter basis. 

2. Even within Yap the bulk of trade assumes the form of barter 
without the intermediary of any kind of money. 13 

3. There are other currencies in use in Yap besides the stone money. 

(a) The large pearl shell (jar) which is second in popularity to stone 
money. 14 

(b) Shell strings made of discs of the Chama Pacifica ( gau ). 

(c) Dyestuff made out of the roots of the Curcuma (reng). u 

(d) Coconuts which form very frequently a means of payment, 
especially in buying from white traders.” 

(e) Tobacco, used especially in payment for goods sold to traders. 

(f) Baskets of taro, or cups of syrup, which serve as units of ac- 
count. 

(g) Mats are an international currency in that part of the Pacific. 

4. Modern money is also making some progress, but until the eve of 
the war in the Pacific it did not succeed in displacing the stone money 
and other subsidiary currencies to any noteworthy extent. The German 
Colonial Administration made an effort to stop the use of native money, 

11 Richard Andrde, Ethnograplusche Parallellen und Vergleiche (Berlin, 1876), p. 
232. 

“Price, p. 75. Large stones are not moved when they change ownership. Their 
physical possession is not considered essential. A large stone which fell into the ocean 
is still considered to form part of the possessions of the heirs of those who had 
owned it, 

“Christian, p. 270, Price, p. 79. 

M A. Senfft, Die Rechtsilten dcr Yap-Eingeboreneit (Globus, Vol.xu, 14th March, 
1907), p, 151. 

“'Sen iTt, p. 15. 

“Price (p. 106) quotes the figure of two coconuts for one match, ten coconuts for 
one roll of bread or for one packet of cigarettes, twenty-five coconuts for ten leaves 
of tobacco and forty coconuts for a beer-bottle of petroleum. Furness (p. 106) 
mentions the purchase of a cooking stove for 20,000 coconuts. 
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because it hampered the development of commerce and of German 
enterprises. After the change of regime, the Japanese Government made 
the use of yen compulsory in shops. Notwithstanding this, yen were 
only accepted by the natives in the immediate vicinity of the harbour, 
while farther inland it was entirely impossible to buy anything with 
modern coins, let alone notes. The inhabitants of Yap do not like any 
foreign money and do not trust it. As Price pointed out, they had no 
means of knowing how long the latest variety of foreign money would 
be good. First Spanish money came when Yap was a Spanish colony; 
then it was displaced by German money after the transfer of the island 
to the Second Reich, and Spanish money was no longer of any use. 
Then Japanese money came after the first World War, and German 
money was no longer acceptable. (Since Price’s visit Japanese money 
has also ceased to be valid.) On the other hand, they firmly believed that 
the Yap’s stone money is always good . 17 In any case, the natives did not 
appear to understand the value of foreign money . 18 

Even traders settled on the island are perfectly willing to accept stone 
money in payment for their goods. Its possession enables them to buy 
within the island anything they wish. 

No information is available about the extent to which stone money 
serves as a unit of account. Presumably owing to the fact that its value 
varies not only according to its size but also according to its quality, it is 
not used frequently for expressing prices. On the other hand, it is used 
extensively as a standard of deferred payments. Debts are frequently 
contracted in terms of stone money. Indeed, traders actually encourage 
the accumulation of debts in the hope that they will be paid with large 
stones instead of small ones , 10 Loans are granted in stone money. No 
interest is charged for three to four months, thereafter interest is paid in 
the form of pearl shells . 80 

Stone money is also used for political payments. A large specimen is 
sufficient to buy the active support of a neutral tribe in an inter-tribal 
war . 31 During the German regime fines were fixed, however, in terms of 
coconuts . 33 Native chiefs collect occasional levies in stone money or 
pearl shells or food . 33 

The prices quoted by various authors in terms of stone money vary 
widely. Kubary, writing in the ’eighties, emphasized the very low pur- 
chasing power of stone money, allowing for its weight and quantity. On 
the other hand, subsequent writers lay stress on the large volume of 
goods these millstones can buy. Furness 24 states that a three-span stone 
of good whiteness and shape purchases fifty baskets of food (a basket 

17 Pdce, p. 80. 18 Christian, p. 270. 19 Price, p. 80. 

ao SerifTt, p. 152. 21 Hemsheim, p. 20. 

22 A. Senfft, Ethnographische Beitrage uber Karolinen-Insel Yap (Dr. A. Petermann’s 
Mitteilungen, 1903, Yol. xlix), p. 50. 

' 2a Senfft, Die Rechtsitten der Yap-Eingeborenen, p. 172. ^Furness, p. 101. 
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being about eighteen inches long and ten inches deep and containing 
taro roots, husked coconuts, yams and bananas), or a pig weighing 
between eighty and one hundred pounds, or one thousand coconuts. 
According to Hernsheitn, 26 against the smallest piece of stone money a 
family can obtain a month’s supply of yam, taro, fish and other food- 
stuffs. The high value of stone money is even more striking if expressed 
in terms of modern currency. Museums trying to buy specimens found 
that the prices quoted by the natives for large specimens were pro- 
hibitive, According to Price 26 a Guam wheel a foot in diameter costs 
about seventy-five U.S. dollars. A stone man high is worth many villages 
and plantations, and a stone two men high is entirely beyond price. 

The appreciation of the stone money in recent decades is all the more 
remarkable as during the ’eighties an enterprising Irish ship-owner, 
Captain O’Keefe, transported to Yap many large-size stones from 
Pelew and Guam in return for copra. He became an almost legendary 
figure because in possession of his vast wealth in stone money he was 
able to buy up anything and anybody he wanted in Yap, Others followed 
his example, so that towards the close of the 19th century, Yap secured 
all the stones it could possibly absorb. 

Notwithstanding this, the value of stone money in Yap before the 
second World War was as high as ever, and the owners of large speci- 
mens were as reluctant as ever to part with their precious possession. 
Perhaps the explanation is that the cost of labour also increased materi- 
ally, so that it cost much more to produce and transport the stone 
wheels to Yap than it did fifty years earlier. In any case, the import of 
new stones practically ceased some time ago. 

On the basis of all relevant evidence available, it is perhaps permis- 
sible to answer the question whether the “stone money of Yap” could 
really be considered money in a somewhat hesitant affirmative. 

It seems that the upheaval caused by the war in the Pacific reduced 
the monetary use of the stone money. Modern money in the form of 
military dollar notes has come to be adopted to a large extent, as a 
result of the American occupation of the island in 1945. The United 
States Navy spent large amounts in dollars in return for goods and 
services, and the islanders accepted the dollars because they were able 
to spend them on the purchase of American stores. 27 No information is 
available about the extent to which dollar notes are used as money by 
natives when dealing with each other. Possibly stone money still reigns 
supreme in their internal trade. 

2 TIemsheim, p. 20. ao Price, p. 80. 

a? The author is indebted for this up-to-date information to Mr, James Callaghan, 
MJP., who obtained it first-hand during hi$ visit to Yap in 1945 while serving in the 
Royal Navy. 
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THE BEAD CURRENCY OE PELEW 

Pelew Islands have a highly involved monetary system which is the basis 
of one of the strangest economic and social systems ever devised. Most 
of the great variety of beads used at Pelew form part of a highly develop- 
ed system of primitive currency, even though the multiplicity of the 
units necessarily limits the scope of any one of them. 

There are seven main types of bead money. 1 The most valuable of 
them is called brak, According to Semper, 2 only three or four specimens 
were in existence at the time of his investigation. It is a yellow stone of 
some kind but complete mystery surrounds the exact nature of its 
material/ German and Japanese experts tried in vain to ascertain the 
material of this type of money and also of some inferior types of money. 
Second in rank is the mungugau which is a red jaspis stone worn by 
women of royal rank on State occasions. Third in rank is the kalebukub 
which is an agate in cylindrical form. These three are the moneys of 
princes and hardly ever reach the ordinary people. Next in rank is the 
kaldoir which is followed by the kluk , a polished enamel bead. The 
latter is used as a medium of exchange in ordinary large and medium- 
sized transactions/ Finally, the lowest types are called adelobok (half 
a kluk) and Kaymon a kvae which are pieces of white or green glass 
polished into odd shaped beads. These are the small change and are 
barely sufficient for buying bananas. 6 Within these categories there is a 
large and somewhat indefinite number of sub-categories. According to 
Kubary 6 there are at least twenty-five kinds of kalebukubs and at least 
twenty-six kinds of kluks, and nearly twenty kinds of adeloboks . Beyond 
doubt Pelew holds the record regarding the number of currency units 
of different denomination in use at the same time. 

The money of Pelew is believed to be of foreign origin. From time to 
time various types of Pelew money are unearthed in Yap. Considering 
that one of the Pelew Islands is partly inhabited by exiles from Yap, it 
seems highly probable that the Pelew money originated in part at least 
from the “Island of stone money/’ 7 When Pelew was discovered by 
Captain Henry Wilson in 1783 its strange money appears to have been 
already in use. Wilson’s Journals contain references to beads made of 
baked earth worn by the king and to glass beads used by his subjects. 

1 For detailed description see J. Kubary, Ethnogt apfnsche Beitrage zur Kenntnis des 
Karolinen-Archipel (Leyden, 1889), pp. 7-8; Friedrich Ratzel, The History of Mankind 
(London, 1896), Vol. i, pp. 246-7; and Emil Rogner, Gesellschaft und Wirtschaft auf 
den Pakihlnseln (Niimberg, 1939), p. 64. 

a Karl Semper, Die Palau Inseln (Leipzig, 1873), p. 61, 
a Accor ding to Andr6e (p. 232) a single piece is valued at £750. 

*Price, p. 123. G Semper, p. 61. 

B Kubary, p. 10. 7 Kubary, pp. 23-5. 
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He ^thought that the latter were made of simple pieces of broken bottles 
which had been got out of his wrecked ship, the “Antelope.” 8 

There can be little doubt that the origin of the monetary use of the 
various types of beads and stones in Pelew was their ornamental use. 
Each one has a hole through it so that it can be worn. Only the most 
valuable specimens fulfil the functions of the store of value. The less 
valuable types are not hoarded. Indeed they are actually required to 
remain in circulation, as we shall see later. 

All articles of daily use can be bought with bead money.® The smaller 
denominations are used regularly as a medium of exchange, to a much 
larger extent than is the stone money of Yap. Payment for taro, tobacco 
and similar goods is made with the lower-grade types, while boats are 
purchased with the more valuable types. There has been at times an 
acute shortage in moneys of small denominations. Arm-rings have been 
broken up, kluk beads have been divided, in order to meet the need for 
small change. 10 

The inferior types of stones and beads are not the sole media of 
exchange on Pelew. There are the following subsidiary currencies : — 

1 . Betel nuts and betel leaves, which are said to serve as small change. 11 

2. Chama Pacifica shells (for trade with other islands). 18 

3. Mats (for trade with other islands). 18 

4. Tortoise-shell discs (for transactions between women only). 1 * 

5. Tobacco (for trade with whites only). 15 

The entire society of Pelew is sharply graded into classes, and money 
evidently conforms to this system. There are separate types of money 
for the use of various social classes. 

The monetary character of the beads and stones of Pelew is indicated 
particularly distinctly by their use as units of account. The entire system 
is based on the unit of ten baskets of taro. Each one of the various types 
of money bears fixed relation to this unit. 

When in 1 882, two British warships undertook a punitive expedition 
against the Island of Molegojok of the Pelew group for the plunder of 
Captain O’Keefe’s wrecked ship, an indemnity of $4,600 was imposed 
on the community. Security was demanded in the form of Pelew money 
and the basis of calculation was one basket of taro being equal to one 
shilling. 10 

While nominal parities between the various types of money are fixed, 


“George Keate, An Account of the Pelew Islands , Composed from the travels and 
communications of Captain Henry Wilson. 4th Edn. (London, J 789). p. 188. 

“T. Yanaihara, p. 103. 1 

“Augustin Kraemer, Palau f Etgebnkse der Sildsee-Expedition. II Ethnographic, 
B. Mikronesien, Vol. nr, Part in (Hamburg, 1926)], p. 160. 

“Kraemer, p. 1 60. 

ia A. Senfft, Etlmographische Beitrage iiber die Karolmen-Insel Palau (Dr. Peter- 
mann s Mitteilungen, Vol. xlix, 1903), p. 83. 

“Senfft, p. 83. “Price, p. 124, “Senfft, p. 83. 

“Kubary, p. 11. 
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their exchange rates in relation to each other vary very widely. Anyone 
wanting particularly to change one type of money into another has to 
pay heavily for his preference. Exchange transactions are nevertheless 
frequent, and form an important political, social and economic function. 
They are extremely involved. It is not a matter of simple arithmetic to 
calculate the equivalent of one currency in another, which depends on 
the rank of the parties concerned. Different rates are allowed in trans- 
actions between equals and in transactions with inferiors . 17 Both in 
Pelew and in Yap men of higher rank must pay more for everything 
than men of lower rank . 13 

Bead money is used very extensively as a standard of deferred pay* 
ments. The Islands have a very highly developed credit system. Very 
often if somebody does not possess the type of money required for the 
occasion, he borrows it rather than exchange a superior type. Loans 
are granted on security and interest is deducted in advance. Although 
interest rates are very high, they compare favourably with the loss sus- 
tained through an exchange transaction , 19 

Pelew money is extensively used for unilateral payments. Fines are 
fixed in terms of the various types. In Pelew any punishment for politi- 
cal, social or religious offence can be commuted into money payment . 80 
Fines are the main revenue of the chiefs. On occasions of weddings, 
moneys are exchanged . 21 Relations between individuals and also be- 
tween tribes are largely based on swapping money. This aspect of the 
subject, as many of its other aspects, has not been adequately explored. 

According to Kubary, in social life in Pelew everybody is compelled 
by custom to undertake definite expenditure in accordance with his 
standing in the community. ‘Tt is amazing that in spite of the limited 
amount of money available, the inhabitants are able to effect all the 
numerous kinds of payments and it is therefore understandable that 
demand for money and the zeal to acquire it is very high. To satisfy the 
demand, custom in Pelew seeks also to regulate the turnover of money .” 82 
Chiefs are not allowed to hoard money. Custom determines their liabili- 
ties in relation to the people and to other chiefs. As a result, money 
which finds its way to the chief through fines is returned into circulation. 
There is a rule that nobody is allowed to live on his own products. 
Everybody must sell the objects which he produces and must buy the 
identical goods and pay for them . 38 Prices and payments are fixed and 
are unalterable. They are known by everybody. 

The quantity of Pelew money remains unchanged. No new supplies 
are imported to any extent apart from the occasional pieces discovered 

17 Kubary, p. 11. 

18 K. Regling, Geld— Reallexikon cler Vorgeschichte (Berlin, 1926), Vol. xv, p. 204. 

19 Kubary, p. 11. 20 Kubary, p. 21 . 

21 Kraemer, p, 159. 22 Kubary, p. 23. 

33 Kubary,p. 23. It is to be deplored that these interesting observations, though 
quoted by many ethnologists, have not been corroborated. 
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in the soil of Yap. It is perhaps for this reason that the system of price 
fixing is thoroughly effective. 

Owing to the high relative value of Pelew money, it would be sur- 
prising if no European had tried to take advantage of it by supplying the 
natives with manufactured imitations. In fact, Captain O’Keefe had an 
opposite number on Pelew, who hoped to grow rich by importing a 
large number of pieces similar m appearance to those highly valued on 
Pelew. He tried to sell them for copra and beche-de-mer, but the natives 
refused to accept them. They could easily recognize that the imported 
beads were not genuine. According to Semper, imitations are rejected 
because “they are made by man, while the original money is of celestial 
origin .” 34 According to Andree 25 the imitation of glass money, which 
can be counterfeited comparatively easily, is a punishable offence. 

Trade with other Caroline Isles is conducted with the aid of mats 
which are largely an international currency in Micronesia. Modern 
money did not seem to make more headway before the second World 
War in Pelew than in Yap. According to the account of Price in the 
middle ’thiities, the beads and stones were as popular in Pelew as ever. 
Tobacco was used widely as the unit in trading with whites . 20 

The high stage of development reached by the Pelew monetary system 
is indicated by the fact that the Pelew Islanders have words for “ex- 
change,” “lending,” “repayment,” “interest,” “security” and “pawn .” 47 

2 *Scinper, pp. 62-3. 26 Andr£e, p. 232. 

26 Sennt, p. 83. 27 Kraemei\ p» 169. 


CHAPTER 6 

OTHER MICRONESIAN CURRENCIES 

Fish-hooks made of shells are said to have been a currency in the Gilbert 
Islands. It was claimed that they were a highly valuable currency at one 
time . 1 In addition, the teeth of the sperm whale constituted an important 
medium of exchange . 2 Finally, discs of coconut shells and sea shells 
strung on long cords of coconut fibre, black and white alternatively, are 
claimed to have played the part of money . 3 

On Nauru Island very little modern money is in circulation. Eggs 
appear to be a favourite form of limited currency. Even stamps in the 
post-office are paid for in eggs . 4 

A shell ornament made of Spondylus shells is claimed to have played 
a monetary role on the Marshall Islands. This view is not shared by 
all authors. According to SenffF before the advent of the Europeans all 

^insch, p. 132. 2 Finsch, p. 206. s Ratzel, p. 248 

4 A. Brandeis, Ethnogi aphische Beobachtimgen fiber die Nauru-Imulaner (Globus 
31st January, 1907), Vol. xu, p. 74. 

6 A. Senfft, Marshall lnsulane\\ p. 454. 
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trade was transacted through barter. Even barter is said to have been 
practised to a very limited extent only . 0 Subsequently bars of tobacco 
became the general means of payment used by whites. Taxes were col- 
lected by the Japanese authorities in copra . 6 7 

Sarfert describes seven kinds of shell currencies in Kusaie . 8 Most of 
these currencies were made of pearl shells. They were cut in various 
shapes. Some of them were made into the shape of fish-hooks, and con- 
stituted a very valuable currency. It actually had the name of “fish-hook 
money .” 9 Some large pieces of shell money bore the inscription of the 
finder’s name. Among shell rings in use, those of large size were also 
ornaments. The smaller ones were used for monetary purposes only; 
they served for paying wages and for contributions to festivities . 10 
Modern money has now largely replaced primitive currency in trading 
with whites, but not in dealings of natives amongst themselves. More- 
over, modern money is not considered by natives as a store of wealth. 
It is spent on European goods as soon as it is earned . 11 

According to Yanaihara, no money of any sort existed on Ponape . 12 
On the other hand, Hambruch and Eilers 18 maintain that sleeping mats 
represented the island’s currency. A big war canoe for two men was 
bought for ten sleeping mats ; a small dinghy for two men for one big 
mat. 

The nearest thing to a medium of exchange on Truk was a yellow or 
brown powder made from the root of curcuma which was used for 
painting the body, and is believed by the natives to possess protective 
and healing qualities. It was employed for monetary purposes right to 
the eve of the second World War . 14 For some time this powder, called 
by the natives talk , served as a unit of account. The value of commodi- 
ties was expressed in terms of so-and-so-many taik cakes. Kraemer 
quotes the price of various shells or shell ornaments in taik™ Matsuoka 
quotes in taik the prices of mat sails, loin cloth, and hatchets . 10 Gradu- 
ally some prices became standardized. Taik was also used in trade with 
other islands. It fulfils the functions of money in external trade, since it 
was found to be a convenient means of measuring the values of com- 
modities . 17 

6 Yanaihara, p, 84. 

7 P. H. Clyde, Japan's Pacific Mandate (New York, 1935), p. 93. 

8 E, Sarfert, Kusaie [Ergebnisse der Sudsee-Expeditton. II Ethnographic, B. Mik- 
ronesien, Vol. xrv (Hamburg, 1919)], p. 213. 

°Sarfert, pp. 215-6. 10 Sarfert, p. 219. 

n Sarfert, p. 218. 12 Yanaihara, p. 88. 

18 P, Hambruch and A. Eilers, Ponape , [Ergebnisse der Siidsee-Expedition . II 
Ethnographie, B. Mikronesien, Vol. vn, Part u (Hamburg, 1936)], p. 183. 

14 Yanathara, p. 84. 

16 A. Kraemer, Truk, [Ergebnisse der Siidsee-Expedition . II Ethnographie, B Mik- 
ronesien, Vol, ii (Hamburg, 1938)], p. 161. 

10 S. Matsuoka, Ethnography of Micronesia (1927), (in Japanese) Quoted by 

Yanaihara, p. 85. 

17 Yanaihara, p. 85. 
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Trade on Faraulip was mainly barter, but coconuts were said to have 
been used as “small” money, and mats constituted the larger unit. A 
small boat was worth three mats and a mat was worth a hundred coco- 
nuts . 18 According to Hambruch, Pelew bead money was also in use to 
some extent. 

According to Yanaihara , 10 the Marianas had no properly developed 
money. On the other hand, according to Featherman, there was a 
rather advanced type of money in circulation. It consisted of polished 
tortoise-shells pierced with one or several holes. The unit was called 
lailau Their value was as many times three lailai as there were holes in 
them . 20 This is claimed to be one of the instances of primitive currency 
in which the value is determined by the tribal authority. It is impossible, 
however, to obtain confirmation of Featherman’s uncorroborated 
evidence, and he does not quote his source of information. 

Ratzel claims that polished beads of coconut shell, bracelets of 
tortoise-shell and Spondylus armlets were used on the Mortlock Islands 
as currency . 21 Kubary considered shell necklaces as the nearest thing to 
a currency, at the same time as being favourite objects in interinsular 
trade . 22 According to Matsuoka, however, these objects were only used 
in barter with other islands . 28 

18 Hans Damm, Zentral-Karohnen [Ergebmsse der Siidsee-Expedithn. II Ethno- 
graphy, B. Mikronesien, Voi. x s Part rr (Hamburg, 1938)], p. 173. 

1 "Yanaihara, p. 84. 

ao A. Featherman, Social History of the Races of Mankind . 2nd Division (London, 
1887), p. 

ai Ratzel, p. 248. 

aa J> Kubary, Die Bewolmreder Mortlock lnsehi (Mitteilungen der Geographischen 
Gese llschaft, Hamburg, 1878-9), p. 270. 

® a Matsuoka. Quoted by Yanaihara, p. 85. 


CHAPTER 7 

PIG EXCHANGES ON THE NEW HEBRIDES 

The pig standard in the New Hebrides is in some ways the strangest and 
probably one of the most highly developed among the known livestock 
standards. Pigs of a definite type constitute the foundation of an in- 
volved currency and credit system and the entire economic, political 
and social life centres around their monetary use. Only boars with curved 
tusks are reckoned as currency. On some islands, however, inter-sex 
pigs, which also grow tusks, are the only type eligible . 1 It is not the size 
nor condition of the pigs that matters, but solely the elongation of their 
tusks . 2 The natives knock out two teeth from the pig’s upper jaw to 

X A, J. Marshall, The Black Musketeers (London, 1937), pp, 129-32. 

2 J. Layard, Stone Men of Malekula — The Small Island of Vao (London, 1942), 
p. 249. 
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encourage the growth of the tusk. Pigs corresponding to the prescribed 
requirements are valued in the New Hebrides primarily because they 
are prospective victims at sacrificial feasts. 8 

Boars are a store of value in the New Hebrides. The wealth of a man 
is judged by the number of pigs that he posseses. 4 It is the oldest form 
of capital on the islands. This was noted as early as 1774 on Eromanga. 6 

Pigs are used extensively as a medium of exchange throughout the 
group with the exception of a few islands. They are primarily used for 
large payments in connection with the purchase of land.® At markets 
which are held periodically on every island they are used for the acquisi- 
tion of various objects. 7 Workers are paid in pigs, 8 and so are magicians, 
dancers, mortuary officials, etc. 0 It is true, pigs are not the universal 
medium of exchange. They are far too valuable for most everyday 
transactions. Various other currencies serve as smaller units; most 
important among them are mats. 

Pigs constitute a standard of value in various kinds of transactions. 10 
There is, however, little actual evidence that prices are regularly quoted 
in terms of pigs, or that barter is conducted on the basis of pig values. 

Pig currency is the principal form of bride money. 11 Blood money, 
ransom, fines for infringing taboos, are paid in pigs. Above all, payment 
for admission into “men’s clubs” or “secret societies” and for pro- 
motion of members takes place in the form of pigs. These societies 
dominate the life of the community. Social and political advancement 
is only possible withm these societies, and it is therefore the ambition of 
most men to become members and be able to buy promotion. Use of 
pigs for this purpose alone should be sufficient to secure an almost 
unlimited demand. 12 

Pigs serve extensively as a standard and means of deferred payments. 
A most elaborate and extensive credit system in terms of pigs has de- 
veloped in the New Hebrides. 15 For the purpose of buying a bride, or of 
gaining admission into a secret society, a young man must borrow pigs 
from his relatives, or from fellow-members of secret societies if he is 
already a member. These debts must be repaid with interest. The rate 
of interest is equal to the growth of the tusk — that is, the extent to which 

3 Layard, p. 249. Tom Hairison, Savage Civilization (London, 1937), pp. 25-6. 

4 A. Bernard Deacon, Malekula (London, 1934), p. 193. 

fi C. R. Humphries, The Southern New Hebrides (Cambridge, 1926), p. 70. 

8 Layard, p. 437. Evelyn Cheeseman, Backwaters of the Savage South Seas (London, 
1933), p, 51. 

7 Dr. Felix Speiser, Etnographische Materialen aus den Neuen Hebnden und den 
Banks Inseln (Berlin, 1923), p. 278. 

8 Layard, p. 364. 9 Layard, pp, 355, 371, 556. 

10 Layard, p, 276. xl Layard, pp, 193, 196, 198. 

18 Deacon, p. 193. According to A. J. Marshall (p. 129) the rank and title of chiefs 
depend on the number of pigs they have ceremonially slaughtered. Evelyn Cheeseman 
(p. 197) mentions an instance of eight hundred pigs having been sacrificed when a 
wealthy and powerful man became a king. 

18 Speiser, pp. 278-280. Layard, pp. 252-3. Harrison, pp, 26-8. 



60 


ETHNOLOGICAL — OCEANIA 


the tusk would have grown during the period of the loan. Repayment 
must be made, therefore, by returning pigs with bigger tusks; and since 
it usually takes a long time to repay the loans, the tusks must be con- 
siderably more developed. This means that the pigs to be returned have 
to be much more valuable and more expensive than those received. 

The increase in the value of pigs through the growth of their tusks on 
Atchin m the ’thirties is illustrated by Layard. 14 The value of a crescent 
(quarter of a circle) tusker was then about £4; that of a curved (half 
circle) tusker £6. For a re-entrant (three-quarters of a circle) tusker 
between £10 and £15 was demanded, while circle tuskers fetched any- 
thing from £30 upwards. He quotes Godefroy a few years later, des- 
cribing a circle tusker as fetching £40, and a circle plus re-entrant tusker 
(i.e., a boar with tusks describing a complete circle and a half) as com- 
manding as much as between £50 and £60. Owing to the appreciation of 
pigs with the growth of their tusks, interest on pig debts is exceptionally 
heavy, even for primitive communities where 100 per cent per annum is 
usually the standard rate. 

The burden represented by pig debts is very considerable. No man 
would dare to default, since in doing so he would ruin his chance of 
economic, political and social advancement. Young men have to con- 
centrate therefore on breeding pigs and lending them to other people 
who need them and who will be his debtors. They will also have to work 
for chiefs or other rich men to receive payment in pigs. During more 
recent times, the opportunity has arisen for them to earn modern money 
and to invest their earnings in pigs. The rising tiend in pig prices may 
be due to the growing purchasing power of young men who undertake 
working for others. 

Another reason for the expansion in the amount of pig debts is that 
it is safer for owners of pigs to lend them, because in doing so they avoid 
the risk of loss through the death of the animals. A situation has deve- 
loped in which practically everybody on the islands is both a creditor 
and a debtor in pigs. When a man feels he is approaching death, he calls 
together his debtors and his creditors and at his deathbed they try to 
disentangle the situation. 16 Various methods of inducing and shaming 
defaulting debtors into paying, or of bringing pressure to bear on them, 
have been devised. Even the services of the pig-magician are enlisted; 
by his spells and incantations he puts it into the heads of debtors to 
repay their debts. 16 A high proportion of the disputes and murders are 
over the payment or non-payment of pig debts. 17 

Possession of pigs is not aimed at for its own sake, nor even for the 
sake of being able to exchange them for other objects, but first and fore- 
most for the sake of being in a position to make huge sacrifices and to 

^Layard, pp. 254-5. 15 Layatd, p. 253. 

10 H. W. Krieger, bland Peoples of the Western Pacific (Washington, 1943), p. 86. 

17 Marshall, p. 130. 
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contribute lavishly towards festivities, in addition to being able to buy 
membership and promotion in secret societies. 

The entire economic system of the New Hebrides is based on the 
reciprocity of gifts. Rich men are in a position to entertain on a generous 
scale and to make such generous presents that the recipients are not in a 
position to reciprocate adequately, so therefore they lose face and have 
to acknowledge their inferiority. 

This involved system of reciprocal indebtedness is in its way fully as 
complicated as our own financial system. At any given moment the 
total number of pigs owed is in excess of the number of pigs in existence. 
Rich men acquire political power with the aid of this system partly by 
buying promotion in the all-powerful secret societies and partly by 
placing a large number of young men under obligation through lending 
or giving them pigs, It is through the possession of pigs that men can 
achieve the rank of chiefdom. There is a great deal of inter-tribal com- 
petition for supremacy following the same lines as competition within 
a tribe. The rich chief who is able to become a creditor of other tribes or 
who outshines other chiefs by his generous sacrifices and contributions 
to festivities is liable to become the ruler of a group of tribes. 

Pig currency has a very high velocity of circulation. All transactions 
take place in public, in what Speiser describes as "pig Bourses.” There 
are periodic meetings connected with sacrifical feasts, providing occa- 
sion for creditors to call in their pigs from their debtors. Pigs are bor- 
rowed, exchanged, repaid on such occasions. Within a few hours, the 
same pig may change hands a number of times. 18 

The quantity of pig currency is apt to fluctuate widely through natural 
causes, according to the frequency and extent of sacrifices and feasts, 
and as a result of foreign trade. There is a great deal of traffic between 
the islands and communities which do not attach so much importance 
to highly developed tusks and exchange their boars for tuskless pigs or 
for other goods. When the Europeans arrived on the scene they, too, 
took a hand. During the middle of the 19th century there was a strong 
demand by Europeans for sandalwood and payment was made mostly 
by pigs. In the year 1860 alone some 8,000 were shipped to the New 
Hebrides. This, according to Harrison, upset the very foundation of 
native culture and currency. 10 It seems, however, that the New Hebrides 
succeeded in absorbing the abnormal influx, and, judging by the prices 
quoted above, there was a rising trend in the value of pigs at the time of 
Layard’s visit. 

According to the most recent information available, in spite of the 
penetration of modern civilization in the Pacific, pig currency continued 
to reign supreme right to the eve of the second World War. There were, 
however, also other currencies in use. Trade with whites was largely 


18 Speiser, pp. 278-80. 


^Harrison, p. 14h 
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conducted in terms of tobacco. According to Harrison 20 tobacco has 
become universal currency in import trade with Europeans and its value 
was at one time fixed at threepence a stick. In Malekula natives who are 
reluctant to work unless they are in need of money willingly render 
minor services against payment in sticks of tobacco or boxes of matches . 31 

The New Hebrides have several kinds of subsidiary currencies also 
for internal trading. The importance of these currencies compared with 
that of pigs varies from island to island and even between different 
parts of the larger islands, according to the extent to which the cult of 
sacrificial pigs prevails in the communities concerned. The best known 
subsidiary currencies are mats, shells, stones and feathers. 

On some islands such as Meevo and Aoba mats are more important 
than pigs. On Malekula they play the part of small change. On islands 
where they play a subsidiary role, mats depreciate as and when their 
fringes are worn away .* 3 On the other hand, on islands where they play 
a leading part they appreciate as they grow older. Indeed, according to 
Speiser,” on Msevo they are kept in separate houses and a fire is con- 
tinually burning there in order that they should become covered with 
soot. A man has to watch the process constantly and his wages gradu- 
ally increase the value of the mats in proportion to the time during which 
they are subject to the smoking process. These smoked specimens are 
only used for purchasing club advancement, not for current everyday 
transactions. They are never moved even when they change ownership.” 
They are lent, and interest is obtained through the repayment of older 
and smolder mats. 

On North Pentecote coloured mats in good condition are used for 
current trading. One mat is worth five shillings. On Vao mats are used as 
currency sometimes even in trade with Europeans at the rate of one 
shilling per mat .* 5 According to Rivers * 6 in Pentecote two kinds of mats 
are used ; red being the “sacred” colour, red mats are more valuable than 
the others. 

Mats are the principal store of value in some islands, and are dis- 
played as evidence of riches . 37 Many authors do not consider them as 
currency, but it is advisable to differentiate between the old specimens 
which seldom, if ever, change hands and the new ones which circulate 
freely. 

Shells are used as valuable ornaments throughout the group of isles, 
but their monetary use is confined to a few islands only. They are con- 
sidered money on Espirito Santo, on Mario and on Ambrim . 38 Accord- 
ing to Harrison, in some parts of the group, especially in the far north, 

“Harrison, p, 228. 31 Cheeseman, p. 81. “Layard, p. 249. 

“Speiser, p. 274. 

“W. Coote, The Western Pacific (London, 1883), p. 65. 

“Speiser, p. 274. 38 Rivers, p. 386. 37 Speiser, p. 271. 

3S Speiser, p. 273, Harrison, p. 50. 
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shell beads of a certain type are almost as important as pigs. Mario 
trades them against pigs with islands where the cult of pigs predominates. 

Stone money, made of quartzite, is particularly popular on Eromanga, 
where it is considered very valuable. 29 According to Speiser, 30 the largest 
specimen is rather less than two feet in diameter, a mere trifle compared 
with the stone giants of Yap. It is used mainly for the purchase of wives, 
and plays no part in everyday transactions. It has no standard unit. 

Cowries, which are used as ornaments in many parts of Oceania, are 
said to serve as means of payment on Eromanga. 31 

Feathers are used as currency on Mario and some of the islands. They 
are fastened on strings, and a string of about 30 cms. constitutes the 
unit. 32 They do not compare in importance with the other subsidiary 
currencies. 

aa Finsch } p. 267. 

30 Speiser, p. 273. Andr^e, p. 233. 

31 J. E. Heitz, Tiber Verwdndung und Verbreitung der Kaurimuschel. Mitteilungen 
der Geographischen Gesellschaft in Hamburg (1880-81), p. 25. 

“Speiser, p. 273, 


CHAPTER 8 

THE FEATHER MONEY OF SANTA CRUZ 

The feather money of Santa Cruz Islands, which was still in use in the 
late ’thirties, is regarded by ethnologists as one of the outstanding char- 
acteristics of that group. According to Codrington among others, the 
red feathers used are those of the parrot Trichoglossus Massenet. 1 
According to Archey,* they are the feathers of a scarlet honey-eater 
named by Krieger 3 Myzomela Cardinalis . Whichever version may be 
correct, this feather money consists of strip-like coils of fibre about 
fifteen feet long and up to two to three feet wide, completely covered 
on the outer side with overlapping rows of red feathers. 

The area within which this currency circulated originally included 
also the Duff and Wilson groups and the Reef Islands.* On the eve of 
the second World War the monetary use of red feathers was confined 
to the Santa Cruz group, and the other islands where it had circulated 
exported them to that group. Both the capture of the birds and especi- 
ally the preparation of the coils involves a considerable amount of 
labour, which accounts partly for the high value of this type of primitive 
money. Each bird yields only a few feathers suitable for the purpose, 
and a great many are needed for a whole roll. 6 According to Archey the 

Codrington, p, 324, t a Archey, p. 51, 

8 Krieger, p. 81. ' *Krieger, p. 81. , 

B Felix Speiser, Two Years with the Natives in the Western Pacific (London, 1913), 
p. 283. 



64 


ETHNOLOGICAL — OCEANIA 


value of the feather coils is partly due to the wooden emblems and 
charms attached to them. 

Feather money is used to a very large extent as a store of value. 6 It is 
carefully guarded and stored in a dry, warm place to preserve the colour 
and elasticity of the coils. Rich men sometimes build special huts for 
their feather money. As the feathers wear off, the coils depreciate in 
value. 7 

Archey® claims that the feather coils are actually used as medium of 
exchange. Four coils of good quality would purchase an ocean-going 
canoe, and a bride would cost ten coils or more according to her looks 
and reputed industry. Owing to its high value the feather money is not 
used in everyday transactions. No information is available how far it is 
used as a unit of account. It is known to serve as a means for special 
payments such as ransoms, fines and blood money. In one known in- 
stance, the life of an Englishman, threatened by an infuriated crowd, 
was ransomed through the payment of a number of coils of feather 
money. 0 On Nukapu, Reef Islands, the native who murdered Bishop 
Patterson in 1871 was fined four coils of feather money. 10 

Formerly strings of shell discs were used in Santa Cruz as a secondary 
currency, but now they only serve as ornaments. 11 In the ’eighties, blue 
beads were the rage on the islands, and with them practically everything 
the native had could be bought. Also small pieces of iron, eight inches 
long and one and a half inches wide, were in great request, and their 
value was about a penny each, 12 

^Florence Coombe, Islands of Enchantment — Many-Sided Melanesia (London. 
1911), ’Coombe, p. 189. 8 Archey, p. 5V 

°Coombe, p. 179. 10 Coombe, p. 210. n Archey, p. 51. 

la Coombe, p, 99, 


CHAPTER 9 

SHELL LOANS ON THE BANKS ISLANDS 

The Banks Islands have a very highly developed currency and credit 
system which is closely connected with its system of men’s clubs or 
secret societies. While pigs play an important part in exchanges, their 
principal currency consists, or consisted until recently, of strings of shell 
discs. These shells are rough and unfinished. They do not serve as 
ornaments. It is not their quality but their quantity that matters. 1 Origi- 
nally the shell strings may possibly have been ornaments, but if so they 
have long ceased to serve that purpose; they have come to serve no 
other purpose than that of currency. 2 The shell discs are not even 

^odrington, p. 325. a Rivers, p. 385. 
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polished. They are manufactured chiefly on a small coral islet off Rowa 
and are acquired from their producers against taro and yam . 3 

The shell strings are valued by the length measured from one shoulder 
to the tip of the fingers of the other hand, which is about four feet. For 
this length, according to Rivers , 4 it is possible to obtain ten yams which 
provides vegetable food for five persons for a week. A woman working 
for one day from sunrise to sunset is able to make a fathom of this 
money. 

The shell money of Banks Islands is used as a store of value, and also 
as a medium of exchange, but its main functions are to buy admission 
and promotion in secret societies and to be loaned out against high 
interest. Even if it played no part in commercial transactions, this alone 
would be sufficient to justify describing shell strings on Banks Islands 
as a form of primitive currency. 

Firth is opposed to applying the definition of money to objects which 
“only” serve as means of payment in connection with the activities of 
secret societies. Yet he has contributed more than most ethnologists 
towards making us realize the immense importance of such societies 
in the economic, political and social systems of primitive communities. 
The direct or indirect economic importance of such transactions is far 
greater than that of the total of commercial transactions proper. In any 
case, if an object serves as the means of payment of subscriptions to 
secret societies it is bound to become a medium of exchange to some 
extent. Most men want to acquire it and accept it therefore in payment 
for their goods or their labour. Others, too, are likely to be willing to 
accept it because they can depend on a steady demand which should 
enable them to use those objects in payment. 

In his History of Melanesian Society , Rivers gives a detailed account 
of the functioning of “men’s clubs” or “secret societies” on the Banks 
Islands and explains the way in which such activities link up with the 
currency and credit system of the communities concerned. In the most 
important type of these societies, known under the name of Suqe , 
candidates were expected to produce sixty fathoms of shell money . 5 
Further sums were required to be paid in order to buy promotion in 
that society. This process is, however, by no means a one-way traffic. 
The Suqe does not accumulate the money but redistributes it among its 
members. Participation in the “dividends” is according to rank. A man 
who has spent a large amount of shell money in order to gain high pro- 
motion in the Suqe is entitled to receive a large share from the contri- 
butions of those initiated later or of those who subsequently paid for 
promotion. Since it is only the rich who can advance far in the organi- 
zation, the whole system results in the perpetuation, and even accentua- 
tion, of differences in social rank; for this rank is dependent on the 

a Rivers, p. 168. *Rivers, p. 168. 

6 Rivers, p. 64. 
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possession of wealth to a larger degree than in most modern communi- 
ties. 8 An increase of wealth is, in turn, simply the means to the end of 
securing still further advancement in the organization. 

The problem for poor people is to find ways to provide the shell 
money required to pay for their initiation and promotion. One of the 
most widespread practices to that end is to lend money against interest. 
The standard rate is 100 per cent for any period. If the prospective 
candidate already possessed ten fathoms of shell money, he would lend 
it to ten of his friends, a fathom to each. After some months they would 
repay this loan with 100 per cent interest, so that the candidate would 
then possess twenty fathoms. The process can be repeated until the 
candidate has a sufficient amount of money to pay for his initiation. 7 

It may well be asked why anybody should borrow money at such an 
exorbitant rate, without any apparent benefit to himself, for the sole 
purpose of enabling another man to double his capital. The answer is 
given by Codrington 8 who states that in the Banks Islands a man is 
entitled to impose a loan on an unwilling borrower and the latter is under 
inescapable moral obligation to accept the loan and repay subsequently 
at a 100 per cent interest. This may sound like a passage from Erewhon 
or from Alice in Wonderland . But Codrington is a reliable observer, and 
can be depended upon. 

Indeed, Banks Island appears to be a creditor’s paradise. There is a 
very highly developed credit system that favours the creditor at the 
expense of the debtor. The treatment of defaulting debtors is very dras- 
tic. All the members of the creditor’s household proceed to the defaulter’s 
house and stay there, eating up all his food. They remain there until his 
friends help him to settle his debt. 9 It is worth while for a debtor in 
difficulty to postpone the day of reckoning by borrowing the amount he 
has to repay, even though in doing so he redoubles his liability, Florence 
Coombe summed up the position with the following words: “In these 
islands everybody is always in debt. Our own fiscal policy appears to 
many lay minds a trifle intricate. It is clear as daylight when compared 
with the financial laws that run through this part of Melanesia,” 10 

As a rule no written documents change hands, but all credit business 
is transacted in public, A great deal of the time and energy of the popu- 
lation is expended in an eternal effort to obtain payment from one’s 
debtors to be able to pay one’s creditors. Owing to the fact that every 
debtor is due to repay twice the amount he borrows, the amount pay- 
able is liable to exceed the total amount of money available, in spite of 
the fact that new money is constantly produced. The whole system is of 
a snowbalUike character. On Mota, “creditors are for ever roaming 

fl Rivers, p. 141* 

’Rivers, p. 65. Codrington, p, 326. 

Codrington, p. 326, Florence Coombe, pp. 61-2, 

10 Coombe, p. 6L 
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about, trying to raise at least some of the money and pigs due to them, 
that they in turn may satisfy their own creditors .” 11 

In addition to the shell money, there are other primitive currencies 
on the Banks Islands. Pigs are the most important amongst them. There 
is a strong and steady demand for pigs in connection with the activities 
of the secret societies. Beads are also used for small purchases . 13 On 
Vanikolo turtle shells play an important part as a currency . 13 On Santa 
Maria and Meraclava they have a curious feather currency made up 
from the small feathers around the eyes of fowls, tied on strings and 
dyed fine crimson. They are mainly ornamental but also pass in the way 
of money . 14 

Torres Island has a most involved monetary system which has not 
yet been adequately studied. Its chief currency is claimed to be arrows 
which are very neatly made and are ornamental . 16 In addition, mats 
circulate as small change . 10 Strangest of all, pigs’ jawbones are said to 
be used as currency . 17 Formerly boars’ tusks were a medium of ex- 
change. Beads serve as small change . 18 No information is available 
whether and to what extent there are fixed ratios between these various 
kinds of currencies, nor has their relative importance been ascertained. 

^Codrington, p. 326. 

12 Coombe, p. 77. ia Rivers, p. 3S6. ^Codrmgton, p. 324. 

15 Rivers, p. 386. British Museum, Handbook to the Ethnographical Collections 
(London, 1910), p. 125. 

16 Rivers, p. 386. 17 Layard, p. 249. 18 Codrington, p. 327. 


CHAPTER 10 

SHELL AND TEETH CURRENCIES ON THE SOLOMON ISLANDS 

Most islands of the Solomons group used both shells and teeth as cur- 
rency. The types of shells and teeth that are used on particular islands 
or groups of islands vary, and so does the relative importance of these 
currencies. Even within the same islands different kinds of money are 
sometimes in use. For instance, each part of Mala fancies its own kind 
of shell money and affects to despise the money used in other parts . 1 

Both shell disc strings and shell rings are widely used as currency on 
all islands. There is an immense number of combinations in which the 
various coloured discs are strung, sometimes by themselves and some- 
times together with teeth. The unit seldom consists of a single disc or 
even a single string, but a combination of a number of strings. Single 
shells are only used by the islanders for the reconciliation of their 
offended deities who are apparently satisfied with small change. 

The value of the strings varies generally according to their colour. As 

Walter G. Ivens, The Island Builders of the Pacific (London, 1930), p. 276. 
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in other parts of Melanesia* red is considered the sacred colour and red 
shells are valued very highly. Indeed, it is almost impossible to induce 
natives to part with red shell strings. Most chiefs in Malaita, San Chris- 
tobal, Guadalcanal and Gela hide their supply of red shell strings in 
secret places . 3 

The name of one of the popular varieties of shell money is rongo 
which in many Melanesian languages means “sacred ,” 3 It is produced 
on reef islets near Malaita, and has a wide sphere of circulation . 4 On 
Rubiana a different kind of shell cuxrency is manufactured out of the 
shells of a giant clam. They are made into arm-shells which are used as 
a currency all over the Solomons. An ordinary string is worth a hundred 
coconuts, but particularly reddish strings are worth anything between 
a thousand and two thousand coconuts . 6 

On Bougainville and Buka Islands two kinds of shell strings are used 
which are somewhat similar to the diwara of the Bismarck Archipelago. 
The cheaper kind has a fixed value of five shillings, while the more ex- 
pensive kind is not used in everyday transactions but is only used for 
ceremonial purposes, as bride money. It is also taken for pigs and as 
compensation for theft in return for the release of the culprit.® 

In the South-Eastern Solomons shell money is put to the following 
uses; bride price, blood money, buying of canoes, payment of fees and 
fines, redemptive offerings to spirits, buying of pigs and food . 7 

Fines, blood money, the penalty for adultery, the fee of the rain- 
maker, etc., are fixed in Buin in amounts such as ten, twenty, forty 
fathoms according to circumstances. Various kinds of shell money 
differ, however, in value. There is a special kind for the use of women 
only which is worth twice as much as the standard money. While the 
ordinary shell strings are worth a shilling per fathom, the strings of red 
discs imported from Alu or Rubiana are worth a pound. Packets of a 
hundred fathoms of the ordinary shell money are deposited in the sleep- 
ing houses. Thurnwald records a popular belief that on such packets 
the spirits of ancestors take up their abode. Having regard to the 
ancestor-worship of primitive peoples, this belief gives some idea of the 
high regard in which shell money is held . 8 

On Buin the use of shell money appears to be linked up with the cult 
of the pig. Thurnwald suggests that originally the shell strings were used 
as tokens acknowledging the receipt of a pig, and that their value was 

a O. Schneider, Muschelgeld-Studien (Dresden, 1905), p. 75. 

3 W. H. R. Rivers, Psychology and Ethnology (London, 1926), p. 295. 

4 Schneider, p. 75. 

“C Ribbe, Zwei Jahre unter den Kanntbalen der Salomo Inseln (Dresden, 1903), 
p. 240. 

‘Beatrice Blackwood, Both Sides of the Buka Passage (Oxford, 1931), p. 447. 

7 Ivens, Melanesians of the South-East Solomon Islands (London, 1 927), p. 391 . 

8 R. Thurnwald, Pigs and Currency on Buin, Observations about Primitive Standard 
of Value and Economy (Oceania, December, 1934), Voi, v, No, u, p. 123. 



SHELL AND TEETH CURRENCIES ON THE SOLOMON ISLANDS 69 


derived from their convertibility with pigs. “We may then fairly speak 
of a pig standard of currency.” 9 

The advent of modern money has not displaced shell money; indeed, 
traders buy native shell money for the purpose of taking advantage of 
the wide differences between its value in various islands of the Solomons 
group and other parts of Melanesia. They buy, for instance, the shell 
moneys of North Malaita and use it to buy coconuts or copra on Florida. 10 

Shell money is certainly used as a unit of account and there are ela- 
borate schedules of prices expressed in it. Coote gives the following table 
of values : — 

10 coconuts— 1 string of white money= 1 stick of tobacco. 

10 strings of white money— 1 string of red money— 1 dog’s tooth. 

10 strings of red money— 50 porpoise teeth. 

500 porpoise teeth = 1 wife of good qualities. 

1 “marble” (strong shell) ring— 1 human head— 1 very good pig= 
1 young male slave of medium qualities. 11 

To form an idea about the important part shell money plays in the 
life of inhabitants of the Solomons, it is sufficient to study their poetry. 
A love song quoted by Thurnwald 12 is characteristic in this respect. “I 
broke off a long string of small shell beads and gave it to you, but you 
refused,” chants a bemused lover, “therefore I am dissolved in tears. 
Surely your heart is longing for shell money.” In another song quoted by 
Thurnwald a story is told about a chief who is blamed by his subjects 
for having spent the tribal shell money without distributing the proceeds 
among the tribesmen. His defence was that he had only used up a small 
amount for himself and that in the past he had always distributed 
generously on occasions of death feasts. 13 

Shell money is used on some islands of the Solomons for the purchase 
of food and of domestic animals. 11 Canoes are purchased with shell 
money. 15 Single strings of varying lengths are in common use for making 
current purchases. 10 

Several authors refer to the use made by white traders of shell money. 
According to Schneider, in 1896 there was strong demand for rongo for 
export to British New Guinea where it was used for the purchase of 
gold dust. Strings obtainable on the Solomons for one shilling fetched 
in British New Guinea twenty shillings. 17 The Government prohibited, 

^Thurnwald (1934), pp. 138-9. He claims that boar tusks in New Guinea, dogs’ 
teeth on Manus and Tridacna rings on Choiseul also became currencies through their 
use as a token acknowledging the receipt of pigs. 

10 Ivens (1930), p. 276. “Coote, pp, 146-7. 

18 R. Thurnwald, Forschungen auf den Salomo Inseln und den Bismarck Archipelago . 
Lieder und Sagen aus Buin (Berlin, 1912), Vol. r, p. 229- 

13 Thurnwald (1912), pp, 514. 

14 H. A. Bematzik, Owa Raha (Vienna, 1936), p. 48. 

1B Ivens (1930), p. 278. U 1 vens (1927), p. 391, 

l7 Schneider, p. 75. 
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however, the use of shell money or tooth money in any transactions 
involving white people owing to the trouble arising over its valuation. 18 

The value of shell strings between the two wars ranged between 5s. 
and £1 per fathom, according to the degree of its redness. 10 Thin shell 
rings were a medium of exchange at one shilling in Rubiana, Isabel, 
Choiseul, Shortland and South-East Bougainville. 20 Old shell money 
depreciates and has to be exchanged for new, at the rate of one new for 
two old. The old shells are then rcstrung and put into circulation again. 21 
Shells are also restrung for storage, for which purpose the strings are 
made several fathoms long. 28 

Shell money is widely used for payment of bride price. According to 
Ivens, its purchasing power in this sphere has depreciated considerably. 
Formerly a chief’s daughter cost ten strings of shell money and a thou- 
sand porpoise teeth; now they ask up to thirty and even fifty strings in 
some instances. 23 In connection with marriages on Buin, pigs and shell 
money are constantly exchanged between the families of the bride and 
the bridegroom. 24 

Shell money plays an important part in political payments. It was the 
custom of the eastern Solomon Islands to put a price on the head of any 
man who had rendered himself obnoxious. The price consisted of a 
considerable amount of shell money which was offered by the friends of 
a murdered man for the head of the murderer. 26 

According to Ribbe, hooks made of mother-of-pearl shells were used 
as money in Rubiana, Wella-la-Wella, Renongo, Simbo, Choiseul and 
Isabel Islands. One hook was equal to a tobacco bar or to ten Pfennige 
German money. 20 

Teeth are nearly as important in the currency system of the Solomons 
as shells. The teeth of the dog, porpoise and the flying fox are used for 
monetary purposes. Amongst them, dogs 1 teeth are by far the most 
valuable, because only the two upper eye teeth are used for monetary 
purposes. It is no wonder they are more valuable than the porpoises’ 
teeth, considering that a porpoise has 150 teeth. The hunting of por- 
poises by the coastal peoples of Mala is a religious function and can 
only be undertaken on certain special days. 27 Presumably this religious 
restriction was devised in order to avoid inflation of porpoises’ teeth 
currency. The chief hunting ground for porpoises for monetary pur- 
poses has been at the coast of North Mala. Porpoises’ teeth have been 

lfl Blackwood, p. 448. 

10 S. CL C. Knibbs, Savage Salomons as They Were and Are (London, 1929). 
According to Blackwood (p, 448) some ceremonial shell string currencies are valued 
as high as £5. 

“Schneider, p. 81. “Ivens (1930), p. 277. 

“Ivens (1930), p. 276. “Ivens (1930), p. 101, 

“Thumwald (1934), p. 123. 

1C H, B. Guppy, The Solomon Islands and Their Natives (London, 1887), p. 17. 

“Schneider, p. 81, 

“Ivens (1930), p. 170. 
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imported in recent years from some of the Micronesian Islands in order 
to make good the deficiency in the Solomons caused by the cessation of 
porpoise hunting on Mala, 28 

The shell money unit consisting of ten strings is exchanged for fifty 
large porpoise teeth or two hundred medium-sized ones. Traders paid 
£1 for a hundred medium-sized teeth. 20 Porpoise teeth are extensively 
used for payment of fines. Florence Coombe quotes an instance in which 
on Gela a white trader was placed under taboo by the native chief by 
putting a fine of a hundred porpoise teeth on selling coconuts to him, 80 
Porpoise teeth are used also for ceremonial payments and for the pur- 
chase of wives and pigs. 81 Teeth of the flying fox are used for similar 
purposes. 

Dogs’ teeth were produced mainly on San Christobal, where a large 
number o'f dogs were kept for the sake of their two money teeth. They 
were not worth more than a penny apiece in San Christobal, but at 
Gela they sold for sixpence each. 83 As the extraction of teeth involved 
great cruelty, the Government decreed that only two dogs per hunter 
were allowed to be kept. The breeding of large numbers of dogs for 
currency purposes is no longer permissible. 83 The dogs’ teeth strings 
which were in circulation were freely accepted at a fixed value by white 
traders. 34 According to Finsch, one dog’s tooth was equal to one hun- 
dred coconuts or fifty porpoise teeth or ten sticks of tobacco. One 
hundred dogs’ teeth was the purchase price of a woman or a young boy. 
During the ’eighties of the last century, this currency was no longer so 
valuable. SB 

The Handbook of the Ethnographical Collections of the British 
Museum states that shields constituted also currency on the Solomon 
Islands. 80 

In their dealings with white people, natives used copra, coconuts and 
tobacco as media of exchange. According to Blackwood, all purchases 
from white men or Chinese store-keepers are usually paid for in copra, 
the rates varying with the current market price of that commodity. 
“Sticks of tobacco, and to a smaller extent shillings, are now coming 
into favour as the means of trading among the natives themselves, three 
sticks of tobacco being recognized as the equivalent of a shilling or 
goods to that value.” 3 ’ Most dealing between natives is still done by 
barter, Prices are fixed by tradition, but they are fixed independently of 
each other. Thus, if, for instance, ten coconuts are equal to twenty taros 
and twenty taros are equal to one large fish, it does not at all follow that 
ten coconuts can be exchanged for one fish. Quite possibly the tradi- 

a8 Ivens (1930), p. 170. 20 Ivens (1930), p. 278, 

S0 Coombe, p. 311, 31 BIackwood, p. 448. 3a Coombe, p. 233, 

8 8 Caroline Mytinger, Headhunting in the Solomon Islands (London, 1943), p, 42, 

* 4 Mytinger, pp. 83-4. 3fi Finsch, p. 184. 

88 Ethnographical Collections ; p, 125. 

8 ’Blackwood, p. 446, 
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tioual rate of exchange between fish and coconuts is something quite 
different . 88 

Until the eve of the second World War the use of modern money 
apparently failed to dislodge the various types of native money. Young 
men working for white people earn wages in modern money, and two- 
thirds of their wages are required by law to be deferred until their con- 
tract is completed in order that they should take the cash back to their 
villages . 39 Once back in their villages, they share out their money amongst 
their relatives in accordance with ancient custom. In any case modern 
money would be useless for young men for paying bride price which 
must be paid in shell money and teeth money. By distributing his 
modem money, he establishes a claim for contributions of his relatives 
towards the bride price . 40 This statement is contradicted, however, by 
Hogbin , 41 according to whom most natives in Malaita are much more 
firmly attached to their modern money than to their other possessions. 
They give away liberally their shell money, their food supplies, and their 
labour, but will think twice before presenting a neighbour with a shil- 
ling. This is said to be partly because, in order to earn modern money it 
is necessary to work for whites on plantations, partly because modern 
money is needed for taxes, and partly because it can buy a variety of 
European goods. 

One of the features of the social system on the Solomons is the lack 
of desire to make profit on either labour or goods. Sellers in many in- 
stances try to outdo buyers in generosity, giving more than the value 
received. “For the only profit a man can make in a deal in this absurd 
society is a reputation for generosity.” 4 * Nevertheless, the strong desire 
of natives for holding primitive currency as store of value has generated 
selfishness and greed manifesting itself in a desire to hold the shell 
money or porpoise tooth money by burying it. 

#8 tven$ (1930), p, 262. 

S9 Mytinger, p. 79. 40 Ivens (1930), p. 279. 

* l H. Ian Hogbin, Experiments in Civilization (London, 1939), p, 170. 

4a Mytinger, p. 148. 


CHAPTER 11 

THE INTRICATE CURRENCY OF ROSSEL ISLAND 

One of the most complicated systems of means of payment ever devised 
by tortuous human mind is the system used on Rossel Island. Its savage 
cannibal inhabitants have a monetary system— if it can be regarded as 
such — that is more intricate than any monetary system operating in 
modern communities. We owe our knowledge of this extraordinary 
system to W. E. Armstrong, who studied it on the spot with great care 
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and produced one of the most interesting accounts of any primitive 
means of payment 1 There is no reason to suppose that even the uphea- 
vals of the World War have made any difference to the deeply rooted 
system. 

Rossel Island has two kinds of “money.” The one called ndap con- 
sists of individual pieces of Spondylus shell. The second type of “money” 
is called nko and consists of sets of ten shell discs made probably from a 
giant clam . 3 There are twenty-two different values of ndap and sixteen 
different values of nko . The difference between the two is that ndap 
represents higher values and its highest units are treated with religious 
reverence and only its lower units circulate freely, while all units of nko 
circulate freely. Another difference is that ndap is regarded as men’s 
money, while nko is regarded as women’s money. 

As in many other instances of primitive currencies, the natives believe 
the currencies of Rossel Island to be of supernatural origin. They are 
claimed to have been made by the Island’s chief deity Wonajo, the 
snake-god. Fresh supplies of shells out of which ndap is made reach the 
island through expeditions undertaken by special canoes owned by the 
chiefs who thereby possess the control of the monetary supply . 3 No 
additional nko money is created and all existing supplies appear to be 
very ancient. The thirteen highest denominations of ndap have indivi- 
dual names each. They can be recognized owing to their irregular shape 
and to difference in their colour. 

Armstrong gives the names of the twenty-two denominations of ndap , 
but for the sake of simplicity he subsequently refers to them by their 
number, “one” being the least value and “twenty-two” the highest. He 
says that the difference in the value of the various units is not due to 
their relative degree of scarcity. For example, number four, although 
by far the commonest kind on the island, has a greater value than 
numbers one, two or three. The value of each unit is determined by 
custom, and the law of supply and demand does not appear to affect it. 

The parities between the various values follow a very peculiar system. 
The higher values are not simple multiples of the lower values, but 
represent a lower value plus the equivalent of the accumulated interest 
on that lower value for a certain period. Thus, if somebody borrows 
number four for a brief period, he has to repay a number five. If the loan 
is for a longer period, he has to repay a number six, or an even higher 
number, according to the length of the period. There is, however, no 
arithmetical proportion between the length of the period and the interest 
due for the loan. This system operates for all units up to number seven- 
teen; numbers eighteen to twenty-two follow different rules. Debtors 

*W. E. Armstrong, Rossel Island (Cambridge, 1928), Chapters v and Vi. 

Armstrong, p. 59. • 

According to Armstrong (p, 60) it may be that the importance of chieftainship 
on Rossel rests primarily on the privilege of making ndap money. 
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borrowing units up to number seventeen need not ever repay a higher 
unit than number seventeen. Anyone borrowing a higher unit has to 
repay the same unit and interest is paid in the form of a smaller unit. 
Number eighteen is regarded as sacred and can only be passed from one 
holder to another in a crouching position. Numbers nineteen to twenty- 
two are considered even more sacred. 

The relation between the sixteen different values of nko money are 
governed by rules similar to those concerning ndap money. All of them, 
including the highest denomination, circulate freely. The five highest 
denominations are considered to be highly valuable, though less so than 
the five highest denominations of ndap money. 

There are special uses for each denomination and they are not freely 
interchangeable. It is not possible, for instance, to use in payment several 
pieces of lower denomination instead of a higher unit, or several nko 
moneys instead of a ndap money. Tradition has fixed the amount and 
the denomination of the units which are payable on every ceremonial 
occasion . 4 Such cermomal occasions are connected with marriage or 
various kinds of festivities such as the slaughter of a pig, or the eating 
up of a man sentenced to the cooking-pot for some minor offence. The 
chances are that the person who has to make the payment does not 
possess the particular unit required. It would be indeed contrary to the 
law of averages if such a coincidence occurred too frequently, con- 
sidering that the total proportion of ndap money is, according to Arm- 
strong, only about two per head of the population. In the predominant 
majority of instances it is necessary to borrow the particular unit 
required, even if the man who is to make the payment is a wealthy man. 
Occasionally it is possible to swap a higher unit and a lower unit be- 
tween relatives. Much more frequently it is necessary to borrow the unit 
required giving in security a higher unit whenever possible. 

The frequency of such loan operations has given rise to a profession 
which corresponds to our bankers or bill-brokers. “The members of this 
profession on Rossel,” writes Armstrong , 5 “render an important service 
by transferring the possession of coins, i.e., by borrowing from one who 
does not want a particular coin and lending to another who does. Their 
profit is made by borrowing at a lower rate of interest and discounting 
at a higher. In practice a form of magic is employed by means of which 
these brokers, and others who are not members of this profession, claim 
to act on the minds of their debtors, making them repay within the 
customary time, while the minds of their creditors are affected in the 
reverse way /’ 6 In the highly developed “monetary” system of Rossel, 
both interest and discount operations are known. It goes without saying 
that the arithmetical faculties of the Rossel Islander are very highly 
developed. They can easily reckon in high figures and they are very pro- 
ficient in counting. 

4 Armstrong, pp. 64-5. 6 Armstrong, p. 66. 'Armstrong, p. 66. 
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We are greatly indebted to Armstrong for having collected all tills 
valuable information about this remarkable system. It is a pity that 
there is not enough evidence to show to what extent, if at all, ndap and 
nko are used as a medium of exchange in everyday transactions, apart 
from the purchase of pigs. Nor is there any evidence to show to what 
extent, if at all, prices are quoted in everyday life in ndap or in nko . It 
is argued sometimes that because the higher denominations of ndap are 
not mere units but have names of their own and are individually recog- 
nizable, they cannot be regarded as money, the essential characteristic 
of which is that it is entirely objective. In fact, it is only the higher units 
which are individual, while lower units circulate freely and are paid and 
received by tale. Even if they are not used extensively in everyday tran- 
sactions, ndap and nko may be considered to play a limited monetary 
role, owing to the important part of ceremonial payments and tran- 
sactions in pigs, and owing to the highly developed credit system and 
advanced banking operations based on the currencies. 

The main reason why the monetary status of ndap and nko is open to 
doubt is that they do not confer on their owner indiscriminate pur- 
chasing power. Each unit can only be used for a certain well-defined 
purpose. Even though similar limitation of the use of primitive curren- 
cies is fairly frequent, in the case of Rossel Island it is carried to extreme. 
Nor are the various units freely interchangeable. Finally, there is no 
evidence to show, how far the shell “currency” on Rossel provides 
incentive for increased economic activity. It seems reasonable, however, 
to assume that the desire to possess ndap and nko stimulates the savages 
to breed pigs and possibly to produce other goods in excess of their own 
immediate requirements. 


CHAPTER 12 

DEBTS IN DOGS’ TEETH ON THE ADMIRALTY ISLANDS 

The Admiralty Islands had until the eve of the second World War, and 
possibly still have, two currencies of approximately equal importance — 
shell strings and dogs’ teeth. Although in ordinary exchanges barter is 
usually preferred to sale against either of these currencies, both play, 
nevertheless, a very important part in the economic life of the com- 
munities. 

The shell money consists of strings of white shell discs, measured 
mostly in strings or half strings. There are also special shells of rarer 
quality for the purchase of pigs and for the purposes of bride money . 1 

J Hans Nevermann, A dmlrall tdts-Inseln. [Ergebnisse der SUdsee-Expedition , 1908- 
10. II Ethnographic Section, B. Melanesien, Vol. in (Hamburg, 1934)], p. 299. 
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Dogs’ teeth serve as a money either singly or stringed. Both shells and 
dogs’ teeth are used as store of value. They also act to a considerable 
extent as medium of exchange. Parkinson quotes the following prices in 
terms of shell strings: — 

10 obsidian spearheads =3 fathoms. 

A large container of coconut oil— 33^ fathoms. 

2 blocks of obsidian (for 30 spearheads each)=10 fathoms. 

Small packet of manganese earth for blackening bodies— 3 fathoms. 

Bead strings = length for length. 

String of 100 dogs’ teeth=belt of 30 shell strings. 11 

Both dogs’ teeth and shell strings are used for payments in connection 
with religious rites. The value of both shell money and dogs’ teeth 
fluctuates according to supply and demand. Dogs’ teeth lost a great deal 
of their value when, before 1914, white traders imported large quantities 
from China and Turkey. 3 A pot which formerly cost one tooth cost ten 
teeth in 1929. 1 Shell money was affected in a similar way through the 
import of glass beads, owing to the fact that many natives came to prefer 
these to shells for ornamental purposes. 

In 1900 a shell money string about a foot long was worth two marks. 6 
Bride money consisted of one hundred strings of shell money. In 1910, 
2 - 39 metres of special shell string was worth one hundred dogs’ teeth. 
In 1929, a dog’s tooth was worth ten taro roots or ten coconuts or forty 
betel nuts. Three eggs cost two teeth. 6 In 1932 four to five dogs’ teeth 
were worth a shilling. 7 

Both currencies are used extensively as units of account. Their prin- 
cipal role consists, however, in serving as standards of deferred payment 
and means for exchanges arranged in connection with marriages. As the 
origin of debts lies largely in these exchanges, it is necessary to deal with 
the system in some detail. Much information on the subject has been 
derived from Margaret Mead’s essay on The Manus of the Admiralty 
Islands. 6 

Under the social system on the island of Manus and other islands of 
the Admiralty group, on the occasion of each marriage, the bride- 
groom’s side has to contribute bride money in the form of currency or 
imperishable capital goods such as canoes, while the bride’s side has 
to contribute perishable goods, such as food, of an equal value. The 
system provides strong inducement for a very considerable turnover in 
goods and in money. The prestige of a man within his community de- 
pends on the amount of wealth which has passed through his hands. 
What matters is not that large profit should be made on the transactions. 

a R, Parkinson, Dreissig Jahre in der Stidsee (Stuttgart, 1907), pp. 390-1. 

“Margaret Mead, Growing Up in New Guinea (London, 1931), p. 236. 

“Margaret Mead. Melanesian Middle Men (Natural History, Vol. xxx), p. 122. 

“Schneider, p. 59. “Mead (xxx), p. 121. ’Nevermann, p. 300. 

^Co-operation and Competition among Primitive Peoples (New York, 1937), p, 210. 
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It is the ambition of the Manus that the volume of his exchange should 
be as large as possible. The amount of one single exchange is sometimes 
as high as 10,000 dogs’ teeth. In the case of poor couples, wealthy men 
“adopt” the bride or the bridegroom and put up the necessary money 
for goods, in order to have an opportunity for participating in exchanges 
which, under the prevailing social system, are only effected in conjunc- 
tion with marriages. The system has developed into exchanges between 
groups rather than between individuals. A wealthy man assumes leader- 
ship of the group and he provides and receives the largest payments and 
the major part of the prestige derived from it. Members of the groups 
have to contribute their share and have to endeavour to repay the debts 
contracted in connection with their marriage. 

The entire system serves unconsciously the purpose of stimulating to 
the utmost the turnover of goods and of money. As in many other primi- 
tive communities, there seems to be among the Manus no natural desire 
for trading for economic motives. But for the social motive introduced 
in conjunction with the use of the primitive currency of the community, 
there would be utter economic stagnation. In the absence of trade the 
family would have to remain a self-sufficient economic unit and would 
not produce beyond its immediate needs. It is thanks to the non-econo- 
mic motive introduced by the peculiar system that artificially stimulated 
trade can develop. 

Although marriage simply serves as an excuse for exchanges, in the 
course of time the two institutions have become inseparable. For in- 
scrutable reasons, the natives consider themselves inhibited from trading 
unless they can link up their transactions with marriage. Rather than 
try to overcome this inhibition, they very often arrange marriages solely 
for the sake of having a pretext to trade. At an early age a young boy 
and a girl are betrothed, and on the occasion of their betrothal the 
relatives of the boy give a large amount of dogs’ teeth and shell money 
to the relatives of the girl. They receive this money from the group to 
which they belong, thereby contracting a debt. The relatives of the girl 
have to repay the money received by instalments of pigs, coconut oil, 
sago, taro, etc. They, too, have to be helped by their group. This ex- 
change is repeated several years later on the occasion of the marriage and 
again later when the married couple celebrate their silver wedding. 

“Everyone in the community is engaged in a network of economic 
obligations involving everybody else. . . . These obligations are often 
made suddenly and become unexpectedly due, by death or divorce. 
Nearly everyone is always engaged in a violent effort to keep up with 
events.”® 

The whole religious system of the community aims at inducing the 
native to work harder and to consume less for the sake of being able to 

®R. F. Fortune, Manus Religion and Ethnographical Study of the Manus Natives 
of the Admiralty Islands (Philadelphia, 1936), p. 49. 
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contribute to the exchanges to the utmost limit of his capacity. If he 
does not do so, the spirits are offended and retribution follows. “The 
oracles are relentless in finding people behindhand and in spurring them 
on by a diagnosis that illness in the house is due to debts or obligations 
not fulfilled in time. ... If a man is one day late in contributing his sago 
for instance, and his baby is ill on the night of the day when it should 
have been contributed, this slight delay is diagnosed as the cause .” 10 

The credit system that has thus been created is even more delicately 
balanced than that of over-trading and over-speculating modern com- 
munities. Default by one debtor is liable to lead to quite a series of 
defaults on the part of his creditors who in turn are themselves debtors. 
For this reason the utmost moral and religious pressure is brought to 
bear on every debtor not to default. Likewise it is everybody’s duty to 
bis group not to commit any act which would compromise the delicately 
balanced exchange position between the groups. Fighting with groups 
with which they are in exchange relations must be avoided if possible. 

There can be no doubt that the volume of production has greatly 
benefited by this system of exchanges. A great deal is produced for its 
sake which would not be produced otherwise. “The constant circulation 
of the imperishable valuables creates debts which must be met by fish- 
ing, trading and manufacturing; the community relies upon using, 
eating and wearing goods which have been distributed in this indirect 
manner ,” 11 

The Manus are very honest people, and “are ridden by an anxiety 
neurosis on the question of debt.” Margaret Mead found it a far more 
effective way of ensuring a steady supply of fish to advance tobacco 
against future catches than simply to announce her willingness to buy . 13 

Anxiety in Manus about the possibility of debt repayment is always 
very marked. Every man is worried, irritable, apprehensive, restless, 
counting and recounting his debts. Every man is running an endless race 
with his own obligations, playing one creditor off against another, 
apportioning his goods among half a dozen different demands , 13 

On consideration of the above facts, it would not be easy to deny that 
both dogs’ teeth and shell strings play the part of money on the Admir- 
alty Islands. It may be objected that everyday trade, as distinct from the 
special exchanges dealt with above, is conducted mainly on the basis of 
barter. It is said to be unusual for a native to go to the market to buy 
taro in the ordinary way and pay with dogs’ teeth. In accordance with 
the custom, taro is exchanged in the market against fish, and anyone 
who has no fish to offer has to wait till all the fish has been exchanged 
for taro and there is still some taro left for sale against money . 14 

Allowing for these and other limitations, there can be no doubt 

“Fortune, p. 50. u Mead (1931), p. 218, 

“Mead (1931), p. 232. “Mead (1931), p. 233. 

“Herskovits, pp. 228^9. 
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that the importance of affinal exchanges is sufficiently large to justify 
the view that the objects that serve the purpose of such exchange con- 
stitute a currency. Moreover, dogs’ teeth and shell money are extensively 
used as units of account and the value of most things is expressed in 
them, even if they change hands by means of barter. Herskovits is right 
in concluding, therefore, that to refuse to recognize these tokens of 
value as money would be simply to attach a greater importance to a 
definition than to the realities of the economic system in which the 
objects defined function . 10 

Contact with whites has resulted in the adoption of British money and 
tobacco as subsidiary currencies. Modern money is used even for the 
payment of small ceremonial debts, of magicians’ fees, and also in 
ordinary trade relations between peoples of different tribes. Tobacco 
has even assumed a definite part as a currency in the mortuary ritual. 
Natives often borrow tobacco for that purpose. Workmen helping in 
house building are also often paid in tobacco. On the other hand, neither 
tobacco nor modern money play any part in the all-important affinal 
exchanges between the relations of bride and bridegroom. 

1B Herskovits, p. 229. 


CHAPTER 13 

SHELL AND YAM CURRENCIES OF THE TROBRIAND ISLANDS 

Have the Trobriand Islands a primitive currency system or are they on 
a basis of pure natural economy? Malinowski, the leading authority on 
the Trobriand Islands — indeed practically the only scientific authority 
who has made their economic system the subject of special study — 
emphatically denies that there is anything in the nature of currency in 
use on the islands. His immense and well-deserved authority as an 
economic anthropologist makes it tempting to accept his conclusion 
without further investigation. He is contradicted, however, by another 
anthropologist of considerable authority, Marcel Mauss, who in his 
Essai sur le don 1 asserts that the shell ornaments of Trobriand are a kind 
of currency. This conflict between the views of two such eminent experts 
makes it particularly important to examine with care the available 
factual evidence. Most of this evidence was provided by Malinowski 
himself in his two books of outstanding importance, Argonauts of the 
Western Pacific and Coral Gardens and their Magic , It appears from this 
factual material that there is room for two different opinions on the 
question whether or not the Trobriands have a currency. 

On general grounds there is no reason to rule out in advance the 

Annie Sodologique (Paris, 1923-4), Nouvelle S£rie, Vol. r, p. 69. 
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possibility of the Trobriand community possessing a monetary system. 
After all, it forms part of Melanesia where a great many communities 
have, some more or less, developed primitive currency. While Polynesia 
is highly Communistic, in Melanesia private property is highly developed 
and the natives are strongly inclined towards exchanging goods in a 
businesslike way. Preliminary conditions for the operation of a currency 
system appear to exist, therefore, on the Trobriand Islands. 

There are two objects which may be claimed to serve — or have served 
at any rate until recently — as currency. These are shells and yam. Mali- 
nowski examines with great care and in great detail the part both play 
in Trobriand economy. 

Two types of shell ornaments come into consideration. There are 
single armshells and long Spondylus shell strings. Although they are used 
as ornaments on special occasions, this is not the primary object of their 
possession. Indeed, as Malinowski emphasizes, 2 at least 90 per cent of 
the armshells are of too small a size to be worn even by young boys and 
girls. The main object of both types of shells is to serve for ceremonial 
exchanges between Trobrianders and other island dwellers, and also 
for special payments within the Trobriand community itself. 

Malinowski gives an interesting account of the way in which these 
valuables are systematically exchanged in the course of visits to islands 
belonging to the circuit within which the system operates. In exchange 
for armshells, Spondylus shell strings are given, and vice versa . The 
exchange, known under the name of Kula, is effected without any bar- 
gaining and with the utmost grace and dignity. It serves no economic 
purpose, for on an early occasion the exchange is reversed. On the other 
hand, the opportunity of these ceremonial visits is taken for exchanging 
also goods of practical use by means of ordinary barter on a strictly 
give-and-take basis. 

Obviously, this strange function of the Trobriand shell valuables is 
not a monetary function, and if the shell ornaments served no other 
purpose it would be easy to conclude that they do not by any means 
constitute money. It seems, however, from the evidence provided by 
Malinowski himself, that they do perform other functions besides being 
the objects of ceremonial non-economic exchanges. 

Malinowski states that shell valuables represent “condensed wealth,” 
which means that they are used for the purpose of store of value. 3 There 
is reason to believe that they are also used as a limited medium of ex- 
change, notwithstanding Malinowski’s emphatic statement to the con- 
trary. He admits that white pearl traders regularly pay native pearl 
fishers in armshells and ornaments made of Spondylus shell discs for 
really good pearls for which the natives would not be prepared to accept 
tobacco. Shell valuables are, according to Malinowski, exchanged for 

S B. Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific (London, 1922), p. 88. 

^Malinowski (1922), p, 511. 
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yam* He also states that chiefs use them for payments for services ren- 
dered to them. Admittedly these scraps of evidence in themselves are 
not sufficient to enable us to arrive at the conclusion that shell valuables 
are used as a medium of exchange on any noteworthy scale. Since, how- 
ever, they are highly desired for considerations of prestige, and since 
there is a permanent demand for them also for certain special payments, 
it should be possible to acquire almost anything in Trobriand against 
payment in them. There is no evidence, however, to show that shell 
valuables are used as a unit of account, and in all probability prices aie 
not expressed in them systematically. 

According to Malinowski shell valuables are not used as a standard of 
deferred payment, apart from other reasons, because there are no de- 
ferred payments in Trobriand. This statement, however, appears to be 
contradicted by his own evidence. He says that sometimes as much as a 
year or more may elapse between payments in shell, valuables . 4 There 
are also deferred payments of bride money in the form of shell orna- 
ments. In this respect the system prevailing in Trobriand appears to be 
very similar to that prevailing on the Admiralty Islands, according to 
the description given in the previous chapter by Margaret Mead . 5 On 
Trobriand annual payments are received at harvest time by a man from 
his wife's brothers in the form of food. In return for this, he gives shell 
valuables or pigs to his wife’s brothers from time to time. While Mar- 
garet Mead represents this exchange between the relatives of bride and 
bridegroom as the very foundation of the economic and social life of the 
primitive community she had investigated, Malinowski fails to appreciate 
adequately its economic importance. Nevertheless, it seems reasonable 
to assume that this exchange of shells for food in connection with 
marriage is a most important institution and the role played in it by 
shell valuables is similar to that played by shells and dogs’ teeth on the 
Admiralty Islands — which is a decidedly monetary role. Indirectly shell 
valuables provide a stimulus to production and trade, since their ex- 
change is accompanied by barter between islands, which would not take 
place otherwise. 

Allowing for all these facts, it seems to be permissible to disagree 
with Malinowski, notwithstanding the high authority his views com- 
mand, and to consider shell valuables as a limited currency in Trobriand. 
Admittedly it is not the only currency, perhaps not even the most 
important currency. Its part in everyday transactions is probably very 
limited. For the requirements of everyday life yam appears to be the 
principal form of currency in exchanges between natives. Malinowski 
denies that yam plays the part of currency, any more than shell orna- 
ments do. Nevertheless in this respect his own evidence points even 

4 Malinowski (1922), p. 95. 

5 Co-operation and Competition among Primitive Peoples (New York, 1937), pp. 214 
et seq . 
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more emphatically towards the opposite conclusion than in respect of 
shell ornaments. 

For limited periods yam is undoubtedly used as a store of value. It is 
produced well in excess of requirements for the purpose of consumption. 
In any average year twice as much yam is produced than is consumed . 0 
It is true, the unused excess supply is destroyed when the new harvest 
becomes available. Between the two harvests it certainly serves, how- 
ever, as a store of value. Natives always accept yam in payment for most 
goods and services, even if they possess enough for their present and 
future requirements. They simply add the new supply to their reserve. 
Beyond doubt there is a great deal of pure barter between agricultural 
and fishing communities. Nevertheless basketfuls of yam are used for a 
variety of payments, especially for industrial labour. What is even more 
important from the point of view of enabling us to ascertain the mone- 
tary status of yam is the fact, admitted by Malinowski, that prices are 
expressed regularly in standard yam baskets . 7 “In ordinary barter,” 
Malinowski observes , 8 “a basketful of yams is the only commercial unit 
which functions as a measure of value.” Although the bundle of taro is 
also used in a similar way, it is not used to anything like the same extent. 

There is also a third object which can claim to be regarded as a limited 
currency, namely, sticks of tobacco. As in other parts of Melanesia, it 
is used extensively for the purposes of payment by white traders for 
objects of comparatively small value and for minor services . 0 Malinow- 
ski says that “in everything which an ethnographer might need from a 
native either as specimens or services, tobacco has become their universal 
currency.” The trader can best obtain most objects with tobacco. What 
is important is Malinowski’s statement that on rare occasions even shell 
valuables can be purchased against tobacco when the person in posses- 
sion of the shell valuables needs a large quantity of tobacco for distri- 
bution . 10 This indicates that tobacco is acquired by the islanders not 
solely for the purpose of direct consumption, but also for the purpose of 
using it in turn in payment for goods or services. 

According to M. K. Gilmour, ceremonial axe blades serve as a cur- 
rency in the Trobriands. They are used for buying pigs, food, canoes and 
even land; for procuring sorcery; for blood money and tribute to 
enemies, etc. Loan transactions are made in axe blades . 11 

Malinowski quotes in support of his contention that there is no cur- 
rency in Trobriand the fact that there are abnormal discrepancies between 
prices quoted in tobacco or in yams. “If you wanted to purchase a 
valuable with tobacco, you would have to pay perhaps a thousand or 
two thousand sticks, that is about ten or twenty times its price in yams,” 

^Malinowski (1922), p. 58. B. Malinowski, Coral Gardens and Their Magic 
(London, 1935), p. 8. 

7 Malinowski (1935), p, 20. 8 Malinowski (1935), p. 45. 

^Malinowski (1935), p, 44. 10 MaUnowski (1935), p. 45. 

U C. G. Seligmann, The Melanesians of British New Guinea (Cambridge, 1 9 10), p.5 1 8. 
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He explains this discrepancy by the fact that the exchange of shell 
valuables for yams conforms to the traditionally obligatory type of 
exchange, while when trying to acquire shell valuables for tobacco the 
white traders have to make it well worth the natives' while to effect the 
unusual exchange . 12 The existence of such wide discrepancies does not, 
however, in itself disprove the existence of a monetary system. After all, 
in several primitive communities which have adopted modern money 
there are noteworthy discrepancies between the value of coins of various 
denomination. For sentimental or other reasons, natives prefer one 
denomination to another. This fact does not in any way alter the mone- 
tary character of the coins in question. 

Had it not been for Malinowski's strong bias in favour of his con- 
ception of what money is , 13 he might possibly have arrived at the 
conclusion that in Trobriand no less than in many other Melanesian 
communities there is a monetary system consisting of several types of 
currencies, each one with a limited use. Had Malinowski investigated 
the New Hebrides or the Banks Islands or Rossel Island, in all pro- 
bability he would have concluded that those communities too are 
moneyless. On the other hand, had Trobriand been investigated by 
Margaret Mead or W. E. Armstrong, with a less rigid definition of 
primitive money, they would undoubtedly have discovered a fairly 
advanced monetary system there. This is a somewhat perturbing thought. 

12 Malinowski (1935), jx 45. 

13 Malinowski’s definition of money is implied m the following remark; — “There 
is no regular market (in Trobriand), hence no prices, hence no established mechanism 
of exchange, hence no room for currency” (1935, pp. 45-6). In his view, shared by 
many economists, the existence of money pre-supposes the existence of “a system of 
markets where haggling determines the price.” 


CHAPTER 14 

THE “SACRED” MONEY OF NEW BRITAIN 

The sacred character of money is very pronounced in New Britain, as is 
indicated by the name given to the principal shell money that was until 
recently, and probably still is to some extent, in use there. It is called 
tambu , a variant of the word taboo which means “sacred" or, to be 
accurate, “forbidden for religious reasons." On the Gazelle Peninsula, 
the origin of tambu is surrounded with an atmosphere of mystery that 
accounts largely for its prestige. On the Duke of York Island where the 
same money is called diwara , it is believed that the spirits have created 
it, and it is handled with reverential awe . 1 

Most ethnologists agree that the diwara or tambu is the most highly 
developed form of currency in the Pacific area. Even authors who are 

*R. Parkinson, Im Bismarck- Archipd (Leipzig, 1887), p. 83. 
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otherwise reluctant to admit the monetary character of various objects 
used for payment in primitive communities, readily admit that the shell 
strings used in certain parts of the Bismarck Archipelago qualify to 
be considered a currency . 2 

The origin of the shells out of which these strings are made is shrouded in 
mystery — but for a very worldly reason. Most communities receive it 
through a chain of intermediary tribes, each one of which tries to con- 
ceal the source from which it acquired the shells in order not to lose its 
profitable intermediate trade. There can be no doubt, however, that 
some of the shells which reach the Duke of York group of islands come 
from Nakanai. In return the shells called pele which serve as cur- 
rency at Nakanai are found in the Duke of York group. Here is an 
instance of two primitive communities swapping currencies. It provides 
a safeguard against inflation. The chiefs have the means of controlling 
the influx of shell money, as their permission is necessary for its import . 3 
This monetary management is sometimes circumvented through un- 
authorized import of shells— judging by the frequent stories about 
people possessing “super-natural” powers to create shell money . 4 

Some of the diwara shells are found in Blanche Bay. Their collection 
requires diving operations which explains partly their comparative 
scarcity and their high value. In New Ireland the same shells are used as 
currency in some districts but their adoption is believed to be compara- 
tively recent . 5 There, and also in New Britain and in the Duke of York 
group, diwara is the inter-tribal currency. While each tribe has also 
subsidiary internal currencies of its own, diwara is of overwhelming 
importance also in internal trade throughout the territory where it is in 
use. 

One of the great advantages of diwara is that it can be divided very 
easily. The unit is the fathom and prices are quoted in fractions of a 
fathom. Moreover, individual shells can be removed from the strings 
for the purpose of making small payments. It would be idle to pretend 
that the sub-division of the unit is ideal or that the standard is absolutely 
accurate. After all, as the fathom is measured as being the distance 
between the two hands when they are stretched out straight in opposite 
directions, there is ample scope for discrepancies and disagreement, “A 
man is praised according to the good full measure he gives and exe- 
crated according to the short measure he may give .” 6 Nevertheless, if 
we allow for the fact that the system operates in primitive conditions, 
its accuracy may be said to be adequate for the requirements. 

Diwara is a very important store of value. It is kept in coils containing 

*For the sake of simplicity the shell money will be referred to by its more popular 
name of Diwara for the rest of the chapter. 

a Heinrich Schnee (Editor), Deutsche Kolonial-Lexikon (Leipzig, 3920), p. 692. 

4 Parkinson, pp. 83-4, 8 Finsch, p. 20. 

^Benjamin Danks, On the Shell Money of New Britain (Journal of the Anthropo- 
logical Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vot. xvu, London, 1888), p, 307. 
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between fifty and two hundred fathoms. Such coils are stored away in 
carefully guarded money houses and they are exhibited from time to 
time as a sign of great wealth. 7 Apart from an amount varying between 
a half fathom and four fathoms, which a man carries on him for current 
requirements, and a number of strings kept at home, his possession of 
diwara is deposited in the diwara house. When the enemy approaches, 
men, women and children seize diwara packets to take them to safety. 
It is said that in an emergency a woman would rather abandon her child 
than her diwara , 8 * Diwara deposited in the house is only withdrawn 
for important purposes, such as the purchase of a wife. The native is 
proud when depositing a roll of fifty or more strings. The drums are 
beaten to summon the neighbours who watch the event with covetous 
eyes.® 

Diwara decidedly fulfils the functions of the principal medium of 
exchange. It can be used in payment for goods and services of every 
description. Although barter continues to prevail to a large degree, the 
natives are aware that when they buy something with diwara they are 
not engaged in barter but in purchase. They have separate words for 
“purchase” and “barter.” 10 Diwara is used for every kind of purchase, 
from the smallest to the largest. “A man wanting betel nuts would twist 
off a few shells and tender them as recognized payment.” 11 On the other 
hand, diwara is also used when a man buys up the whole of his neigh- 
bour’s crop. Danks himself purchased crops for between ten fathoms 
and twenty-five fathoms of shell strings. 12 

Right to the eve of the war in the Pacific diwara remained a medium 
of exchange. 13 During German colonial rule over the Bismarck Archi- 
pelago an attempt was made to eliminate it in order to be able to intro- 
duce German colonial currency. The adoption of modern currency had 
made no headway, however, and even white traders among themselves 
had taken to transacting business in diwara . A decree in 1902 prohibited 
the use of diwara in trade with whites. This measure produced some 
effect in the coastal areas. By 1904 German money was freely circulating 
along the North coast of the Gazelle Peninsular. Diwara remained, 
however, the dominant currency in internal regions, and even on the 
coast natives continued to use it in trade amongst themselves. 14 

Diwara plays an important part also as a standard of value. Most 
prices are quoted regularly in diwara . According to Finsch 15 a string 
bought between fifty and eighty taro roots; chickens cost between a 

7 George Brown, p. 296. 8 Parkin$on (1887), p. 105. 

^Parkinson (1887), p, 105. 10 Dank$, p. 307. 

lr Brown, p. 296. 13 Danks, p, 307. 

»S. W. Reed, The Making of Modern New Guinea (Philadelphia, 1943), p. 47. 

14 Finsch, p. 19. 

15 Finsch, p. 15. Parkinson (1887, p< 104) quotes the following prices: A pig of 

go kilos** 10 strings; a bag of fresh copra = 1| strings; 80 taros or 60 yams= 1 string; 

an older woman- 20 strings; a young girl= 50-100 strings. 
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quarter and half a string; pigs between six and forty strings; young girls 
between fifty and two hundred strings; elder women between twenty 
and fifty strings. Fish, yam, taro, lime, bananas, puddings, birds, pigs, 
canoes, slaves, turtle-shell and wives all had their recognized value in 
diwara . This value was, however, subject to fluctuations according to 
supply and demand. 10 

Payment of bride money and also fines, ransom, blood money, etc,, 
is made in diwara. According to Parkinson a native can appease his 
bitterest enemy through the payment of diwara , even though he may 
have killed his nearest relative. The blood money to the next-of-kin of 
slayed victims is between twenty and fifty strings. 17 According to Danks, 
every wound inflicted in the fight had to be paid for in diwara. 18 The 
German Colonial Government collected fines in diwara during the 
’nineties. Its revenue in 1896 included an item of 923 strings of diwara. 1 * 

Shell money in New Britain and in the other territories where it is in 
use fulfils in some respects even more extensive functions than modern 
money does in civilized communities. It is possible to make good, 
through payments in diwara , offences or crimes, including murder. 20 In 
the diwara area there is certainly one law for the rich and another law for 
the poor. Inter-tribal wars and feuds between individuals can be avoided 
through making payments in diwara . When peace is concluded, the 
number of those killed on both sides is counted and amends are made 
through paying the difference to the party which lost more men. Under 
tliis peculiar principle the victor pays “reparations” to the vanquished. 

Above all, diwara plays a most important part as a standard of de- 
ferred payments. There is a very elaborate credit system in the Duke of 
York group. The standard rate of interest is ten per cent. The natives 
have a word for “usury” on the Duke of York Islands. In New Britain, 
the idea of interest is not so clear. There the extra fathom which is repaid 
for each ten fathoms of loan is regarded as a way of expressing gratitude 
for the loan. One of the reasons why credit is used extensively is the New 
Britain natives’ aversion to break a coil of tambu. If he requires change, 
he prefers to mortgage his coil and spend the proceeds. 21 

There is a banker in each community with whom wealthy men lodge 
their shell money and who lends shell money on interest. He has great 
influence and power. Most young men are unable to pay for their wives 
unless they borrow money for that purpose. If a man defaults, he is a 
marked man; his character is gone; he is called an embezzler — nobody 
will lend him money in the future. 23 

Another way in which credit is granted is by the distribution of food, 
weapons and ornaments among a community by a rich man. On a fixed 
day, known to all who have accepted his goods, the debtors have to 

u Brown, p, 296. 17 Parkinson (1887), pp. 104-5. 18 Dank$, p, 314. 

14 Finsch, p. 15. i0 Finsch*p. 15. 21 Danks, pp. 307-8. 

* 4 Danks pp, 30940. 
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come to make payment on the occasion of festivities arranged by the 
creditor. During the course of the festivities the shell strings are laid at 
the banker’s feet . 23 Money for the purchase of a wife or for ceremonial 
fees is lent usually without security, especially if the lender is sufficiently 
powerful to enforce payment. While loans are outstanding debtors have 
to assist their creditors in any work or fight . 24 

Shell money enters into every phase of native life, Already children 
are taught how to use it. They make a sort of imitation money out of 
shells of inferior value and use it in their play, which consists generally 
in imitating their elders’ activities. They drive as hard a bargain amongst 
themselves as their fathers would do with the genuine shell money . 25 

There is in various parts of the Bismarck Archipelago a different kind 
of money used mainly for the purchase of pigs. A pigtail is attached to 
the shell string with each purchase. For sentimental reasons the value 
of the string increases with the number of pigtails . 26 In New Ireland 
there is a local shell currency called kokonon , the finer specimens of 
which are used mainly for bride money . 27 There is also a reddish shell 
called ledara which is scarce and its value is three times that of diwara in 
certain places. Other types of subsidiary currencies are far cheaper than 
diwar a . 38 

The local currency in Lesu is tsera , consisting of an arm’s length of 
tiny flat shell discs strung together. It is made on a nearby island Lawon- 
gai, north of New Ireland, where there are only a few men who can make 
it. While engaged in making the currency, the men must be continent . 29 
This currency had for some time a fixed ratio with the Australian cur- 
rency. One tsera was equal to five Australian shillings. The tsera is used 
extensively as a medium of exchange and prices of most goods are ex- 
pressed in it. The value of various objects in tsera is rigidly fixed. The 
price of pigs, on the other hand, varies according to the resources of the 
purchaser. A rich person might pay five tsera for a pig for which another 
man would pay four. To pay a higher price for the same object confers 
prestige on the buyer . 80 The services of magicians are paid in tsera. 
There is magic for every occasion, for winning the girl of a man’s choice, 
for securing a coveted pig, for causing the death of an enemy, etc., and 
all this can be secured for payment in tsera .* 1 

Tobacco was easily adopted in New Britain as a suitable currency in 
addition to shell strings. as 


23 Reed, p. 47. 84 Brown, p. 298 

35 H. H. Romilly, The Western Pacific and New Guinea (London, 1886), p. 25. 

3 6 Joachim Graf Pfeil, Studien und Beobachtungen aus der SUdsee (Braunschweig, 
1899), pp. 106-7. 

a7 0. Finsch, Ethnologische Erfahrungen und Belegstucke aus der Siidsee (Descrip- 
tive catalogue of a collection in the Naturhistorische Hofmuseum, Vienna, 1888), 
Vol, m f pp. 127-8. 

88 Pfeil, pp. 1 10-1 , 30 Hortense Powdermaker, Life in Lesu (London, 1933), p. 200. 
a0 Powdermaker, p. 201, ^Powdermaker, p, 205. 32 Brown, p. 297. 



CHAPTER 15 


NEW GUINEA’S BOAR TUSK AND SHELL CURRENCIES 

There is an immense variety of objects that may be claimed to have 
played the part of primitive currencies in New Guinea and the surround- 
ing smaller islands, which is only natural, considering the size of the 
island, and its many tribes belonging to various races and at various 
cultural stages. “It is easier to account for the lack of a territory with 
standard money,” observed Reed, “than it is to explain how communi- 
ties which are ordinal ily at feud come to share a single system of cur- 
rency .” 1 Even when they are not at war with each other, the tribes 
display a high degree of economic nationalism. While some currencies 
are inter-tribal, most tribes like to retain their own local currency. For 
instance, for the Seleo people shell bracelets are the local standard, and 
for the Pultalul people arrows. When somebody wants to pay a Pultalul 
with shell bracelets they are scornfully rejected with the following 
words: “You are not in Seleo, you have to pay in arrows .” 2 Gradually, 
however, several tribes have adopted the same currency. 

Those New Guinea tribes which are at the lowest stages of culture 
have hardly even reached the stage of systematic barter, let alone money. 
More advanced tribes have adopted certain objects as their store of 
value, though the degree to which these objects also serve as a medium 
of exchange and standard of value varies very widely. Over most parts 
of New Guinea, some kind of shell money is in use, whether in the form 
of single shells, or shell rings, or strings of small shell discs . 3 There are 
three grades of armshells in the Massim area; they are made in the 
Trobriands. The most valuable specimens have individual names. 

In most communities in and around New Guinea, shell money is used 
extensively, though by no means exclusively, for the payment of bride 
price, for the purchase of pigs, and various ceremonial payments and 
other unilateral payments. In the majority of instances, however, various 
other kinds of valuables and currencies are included in the same tran- 
sactions. The scope of shell money in New Guinea is distinctly narrower 
than in New Britain or New Ireland. 

There is, however, one kind of shell which plays an important part in 
the economic system of some tribes of the interior; it is the cowrie shell. 
In the course of an expedition, Wirz found a tribe on the Dika river, 
Dutch New Guinea, where the life of the whole community was remark- 
ably dominated by their worship of this form of primitive currency. 

*Reed, p. 48. 

*Richard Thurnwald, Papuanisches unci Melanesisches Gebiet stidltch des Equators * 
einschliesslich Neu+Guinea, p. 624, 

3 For such detailed information as is available the reader is referred to C. G. Selig- 
mann, The Melanesians of British New Guinea (Cambridge, 1910), pp. 514-29; 
Finsch, Siidsee-Arbeiten, and above all, O. Schneider* op . c//. 
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Cowries were literally worth their weight in gold there. When his ex- 
pedition wanted to trade with the natives and displayed the goods 
brought for barter purposes such as tobacco, iron goods, mirrors, red 
cotton cloth, the response was very lukewarm. On the other hand, when 
the natives discovered that the expedition had cowries, they grew very 
excited and refused to accept anything else. A single cowrie shell was 
worth to them more than many knives and axes. While in other count- 
ries in which cowries are the currency their value is usually very low and 
prices are fixed in terms of thousands and tens of thousands of cowries, 
among this New Guinea tribe ten cowries were considered a fortune. 4 

Cowries were not accepted, however, on the Dika River indiscrimi- 
nately. Only one special kind was accepted. Not knowing this, Wirz had 
brought from the coast, at heavy expense, three cases of cowries, but 
much to his dismay the predominant majority of them proved to be 
quite useless. Even a blind savage rejected them. The wrong kind of 
cowries were taken only for ornaments for children. In the three cases 
there were only two dozens of the right kind of shells. 

Within that tribe, cowries were certainly not only a store of wealth 
but also the chief medium of exchange. Anything could be acquired 
with them. A pig cost between three and six cowries, and an unlimited 
supply was forthcoming at that absurd price. 5 Native porters were will- 
ing to carry the heaviest loads on a day’s journey for a single cowrie. 
Ten cowries spaced out on a string constituted the standard bride price. 
All prices were expressed in terms of cowries.® That the quantity theory 
of money is apt to operate even in such a primitive community was 
shown by the fact that within a few weeks from the arrival of the expedi- 
tion prices began to rise rapidly. Porters had to be paid three or four 
cowries for a day’s journey. The purchasing power of cowries was falling 
almost from hour to hour. 7 

J. V. de Bruijn, a district officer in the Central Dutch New Guinea 
before and during the war, registered similar experience in the Wissel 
Lakes district. As a result of an influx of cowries through missionaries 
in 1939, their value began to depreciate. Bruijn had to intervene to check 
uncontrolled import of cowries, and to fix new prices based on their 
depreciated value. 8 The Japanese invading forces distributed cowries 
freely, “thus endangering the economic and financial stability of the 
district.” Bruijn, who remained in New Guinea during the occupation, 
received several parachuted consignments of cowries to finance his 
activities. 9 

4 P. Wirz, ImLande ties Schneckengeldes (Stuttgart, 1931), p. 70. 

6 Wirz> p. 76. 6 Wirz, p. 122. 7 Wirz, p, 132. 

8 Lloyd Rhys, Jungle Pimpernel The Story of a District Officer in Central Nether- 
lands New Guinea (London, 1947), pp. 56-9. According to Bruijn the Elkari have 
thirty-two sorts of cowries, divided into four categories. The lowest grade is hardly 
used for monetary purposes. The monetary cowries are divided into three grades 
according to their colour. Prices are quoted m terms of specified grades. 

8 Rhys,p, 116, 
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The difference between the value of cowries on the coast and inland 
is accounted for partly by the cost of transport. Meek makes the same 
observation concerning coarse salt which is a favourite currency in many 
parts of the interior of New Guinea. “In the mountain district a hun- 
dredweight of coarse salt would feed a dozen boys for three or four 
months .” 10 

More important currencies than salt are dogs’ teeth and boars’ tusks. 
Dogs’ teeth change hands either singly or on strings. For the purpose of 
large payment for pigs or canoes, strings are measured by the fathom . 11 
Boars’ tusks are the “money” in many parts of New Guinea for big 
transactions. The most valuable pieces are those of spiral shape. They 
are worth some two hundred dogs’ teeth. However, even boars’ tusks 
have depreciated. According to Zahn, in the good old days it was 
possible to get a pig for a single tusk, while in the time of his stay the 
purchase price of pigs was two tusks and in addition also other valu- 
ables . 10 Boars’ tusks do not, however, conform to any standard; their 
monetary character requires careful investigation. 

Several authors mention tomahawks and stone axes as being among 
the objects used as currency in New Guinea and on the surrounding 
islands. According to Armstrong 13 tomahawk stones were used as a 
medium of exchange on the south-east of the island. Meek also mentions 
tomahawks as playing the part of money in big transactions, especially 
on Woodlark Island where they are made of jade quarried locally . 14 
Landtman found in the western division of British New Guinea abnor- 
mally large sized axe blades which could not possibly be used for 
practical purposes. These large axe blades were used as a medium of 
exchange . 16 In the south-eastern districts, too, finely polished ceremonial 
axe blades called benam, too large and thin to be used as tools, are a 
currency . 10 It is difficult to ascertain from the material available how 
far these tomahawk stones and axe blades were used mainly for cere- 
monial purposes and as store of value and how far they actually served 
as a medium of exchange. Seligmann considered the ceremonial axe 
blades as being merely articles of trade . 17 

It goes without saying that pigs play a certain monetary part in New 
Guinea as the purchase price of women and in other large transactions. 
They freely exchange for boars’ tusks at a steady rate . 18 It has been 

10 A, S. Meek, A Naturalist in Cannibal Land (London, 1913), p. 153. 

11 Heinrich Zahn, Die Jabim — Deutsch Neu Guinea . Edited by R. Neuhauss (Berlin, 
1911), Yol. m, p. 314. According to R. W. Williamson, The Mafulu — Mountains 
People of British New Guinea) the Mafulu pay for pigs with dogs’ teeth strings of the 
length of the pig’s body (p. 232). 

u Zahn, Die Jabim , p, 314; Seligmann, p. 517; Reed, p. 47. 

^Armstrong, p. 113. 

14 A. S. Meek, pp. 73 and 154. 

1C G. Landtman, The Kiwai Papuans of British New Guinea (Lohdon, 1927), pp. 34-5. 

lfl Seligmann, pp. 33 and 517. 17 Seligmann, pp. 33 and 517. 

18 R. Thurnwald, Die Menschliche Gesellschaft (Berlin, 1932), Vol. v, p. 37, 
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alleged that human heads were also used as currency, but there is no 
acceptable evidence to that effect. Headhunters were, on various occa- 
sions, prepared to barter their cherished trophies when the goods offered 
by white traders were too tempting to resist* 

Slaves were used as a standard of value throughout the western parts 
of New Guinea* Prices of calico or other trade goods were expressed in 
terms of slaves . 10 

In addition to the above-mentioned objects which were originally 
limited currencies in New Guinea, various objects have become adopted 
for monetary use as a result of contact with whites* Beads have to some 
extent replaced shell money and are in use as small change * 20 As in other 
parts of Melanesia, tobacco is, of course, extensively used as a currency 
with which whites can pay for smaller purchases and services. This 
imported tobacco currency assumes the usual form of pressed sticks. 
Home-grown tobacco is also used at the Empress Augusta River where 
it is packed in bundles and is offered in payment for everything. There 
are three standard sizes of bundles . 21 Some Negrito tribes of New 
Guinea are said to be using as a currency “a certain type of large, fiat, 
polished seed . 5,22 No particulars are vailable. According to Thurnwald, 
pots are a kind of standard of value among tribes specializing in their 
production. Wives are bought for ten pots, representing the value of 
their lost labour for three years . 23 

The extent to which it is justified to describe these various objects as 
moneys differs widely. Beyond doubt most of them play the part of a 
store of value and many of them serve for ceremonial occasions and for 
special payments. On the other hand, their very multiplicity, not only 
as between various tribes, but even within the same tribes, seems to 
show that their use as a medium of exchange is limited. In the majority 
of instances these various objects described as currencies were on the 
borderline between popular media of barter and limited currencies. 

It is quite certain that hardly any of the various monetary objects 
actually serve as a unit of account to a noteworthy extent. As for de- 
ferred payments, they appear to play a relatively subordinate part in 
the life of the natives of New Guinea, though in some parts competitive 
exchanges have led to the development of the credit system. Pigs and 
other objects of value are exchanged between persons representing their 
clans. The object of these competitions is to break the individual in 
whose honour the feast is given, as under the prevailing custom he is 

10 G. W. Earl, The Native Races of the Indian Archipelago (London, 1853), p. 84. 

20 Meek, p. 154; A, F, K. Woollaston, Pygmies and Papuans^ The Stone Age To-day 
in Dutch New Guinea (London, 1912), p. 62. 

31 Otto Reche, Der Kaiser in Augusta Fluss. [Stidsee-Ergebnisse, A. Melanesien 
(Hamburg, 1913)], VoL I, p. 285. 

22 M. W. Stirling, The Native Peoples of New Guinea (Smithsonian Institute, War 
Background Studies No. 9. Washington, 1943), p. 17. 

aa R. Thurnwald, Die Gemeinde der Banaro (Stuttgart, 1923), pp. 42-3, 
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placed under obligation to return presents of even higher value. Mem- 
bers of their clans contribute to support their representatives. The victor 
in this contest acquires great social prestige, while the vanquished is 
doomed to disgrace and poverty. The clans share in the glory or disgrace 
as the case may be . 24 Among the Arapech a present — mostly meat — 
given cannot be refused and must be repaid sometime. Giving meat is 
therefore “a way of banking .” 25 

It appears that much thorough-going study of local conditions in 
various parts of New Guinea is needed in order to be able to ascertain 
the extent to which the various objects can be considered as currencies. 

At the beginning of this century it was almost impossible to spend 
modern money in New Guinea. Even the tribes near trading stations 
and missionary posts preferred to be paid in sticks of tobacco . 35 Mean- 
while modern money has, of course, become more acceptable. 

^Stirling, p. 21. 

£5 Margaret Mead, The Arapech of New Guinea ( Co-operation and Competition 
among Primitive Peoles) (New York, 1937), p. 33. 

3G Ernst v. Hesse-Wartegg, Samoa . Bismarckarchipel und Neu-Guinea (Leipzig, 
1902), p. 83. 



PART II: ASIA 

CHAPTER 16 

RICE STANDARD IN THE PHILIPPINES 

W hilst in some parts of the Philippines modern money has been 
current for centuries, it is impossible to ascertain the existence 
of any money in other parts. As elsewhere, many Negrito tribes 
are at such a primitive stage of civilization that they only transact a 
limited volume of barter of a very rudimentary type. In more advanced 
parts of the Philippines rice has long been used as the principal primitive 
currency. Captain Forrest wrote in 1775 that the vassals of the Sultans 
of Magindan (Mindanao) paid taxes mostly in unhusked rice. 1 

Unthreshed rice is, or was until recently, the currency of some of the 
remote tribes. The Bontoc Igorot (or Ifugao) and the Tinguian use it, 
and although otherwise they are very primitive races, they have deve- 
loped its monetary use to a very advanced stage. The unit is the manojo 
(handful) of palay (unthreshed rice) tied up immediately below the fruit 
heads. An elaborate system has been evolved, with fixed denominations 
rising from one handful to a thousand handfuls. 1 The Tinguian use also 
cleaned rice, the unit being one coconut shell-full. 3 

Rice is extensively used as a store of value. If money is paid for the 
products of the natives, it is invariably converted into palay.* It is suit- 
able to act as a store of value because it can be kept for eight to ten 
years without deterioration. 

Palay is employed as a medium of exchange. Most kinds of goods are 
bought and sold with it. 5 Cloths, clay and metal pipes are mentioned by 
Jenks as being traded for palay. Wages are paid in palay . Five handfuls 
of palay are the daily wages of the wood-gatherer in the mountains, of 
the builder of granaries and of agricultural labourers in general.® Its 
value is very stable in terms of labour and products. There is a constant 
demand for it by manufacturing Igorot villages, 7 
Rice is widely used also as a standard of value, not only when it is 
used in payment for goods and services, but also for the purposes of 

X E. B. Christie, The Subanua of Sindangan Bay (Division of Ethnology Publica- 
tions, Vol. vi, Part i, Manila, 1909), p. 27, 

3 A. E. Jenks, The Bontoc Igorot (Department of Interior Ethnological Survey 
Publications, Vol. i., Manila, 1905), p. 156. 

3 Fay Cooper Cole, The Tinguian— Social, Religious and Economic Life of a 
Philippine Tribe . Field Museum of Natural History. Publication No. 209 (Chicago, 
1922), p. 395. 

4 Jenks, p. 153. 6 Jenks, p. 155. ®Jenks, p. 137. 

7 Jenks, p. 153. 


93 



94 


ETHNOLOGICAL — ASIA 


barter. “The value of all things, from a five cent block of Mayinit salt 
to a seventy peso carabao (water buffalo) is measured in palay . To-day 
as formerly, every bargain between Igorot is made on the basis of the 
palay value of the articles bought or sold. This is so even though the 
payment is in money.” 8 

Loans are granted in rice, repayable with interest out of the next crop. 
The Ifugao even have a form of discount, deducted in advance from the 
amount of loans for one year. 0 

From the foregoing it is evident that palay among the Igorot is a 
very advanced type of primitive currency. It has most of the qualities 
a good primitive money is required to have, Palay is sufficiently uniform 
for the requirements of the Igorot. Being the staple food, it is always in 
demand, “Except when used for the purchase of clothing it is seldom 
heavier or more difficult to transport than is the object for which it is 
exchanged.” 10 And it cannot be counterfeited. Rice fulfils among the 
Igorot all the essential functions of modern money. The main difference 
is that it is not applied in trade universally. In addition to transactions 
of direct barter, there are transactions in which a larger unit is used, the 
carabao , which is a domestic animal that was valued at forty to seventy 
pesos at the beginning of this century. Land values are expressed in 
terms of carabaos . The carabao is also a store of value. It is seldom 
traded outside the community and is consumed chiefly on ceremonial 
occasions. Gold ear-rings are traded against carabaos . u 

Moreover, each community has its local medium of exchange in 
addition to palay . The use of modem money has also made progress. 
To Americans the Igorot prefer to sell against modern money. Most of 
the clothing made of cotton is bought for modern money. la Neverthe- 
less, in everyday transactions, palay plays the part of money, whether 
as a medium of exchange or as a unit of account. 

In other parts of the Philippines too, rice is used as primitive currency, 
though we do not possess the same detailed information about the 
extent of its use. The monetary use of rice is linked up with religion. 
Entry into the rice storehouse is subject to religious rituals. Only men 
are allowed to enter. 

Some Philippine tribes use native or European cloth as a standard of 
value. The unit is a piece of cloth as long as the spread of a man’s arms 
— it is called the kumpau t and is used in measuring the value of gongs, 
jars, glassware, as well as perishable goods. Fines are fixed in cloth. 
Christie quotes an instance of a fine of about 215 metres of cotton cloth 
having been imposed on an adulterer. 18 

According to Bucher, old Chinese porcelain vessels served as money 

8 Jenks, p. 156. 

e R, F, Barton, Ifugao Law. Quoted by Herskovits, p. 203, 

10 Jenks, p. 155. J1 Jenks, p. 107. ia Jenks, p. 154. 

ls Christie, p. 65. There are separate units for measuring the value of durable and 
perishable objects. 
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among the Bagobo in Mindanao. 14 Beyond doubt, various other objects 
were also used as currency in other backward parts of the Philippines, 
but no adequate information is available. 

Early in the 16th century, according to De Morga, the famous Gover- 
nor of the Philippines, metal bells (gongs?) imported from China were 
used for payment. 16 Gold dust was another early form of currency. 10 

Modern money was introduced in one known instance by Govern- 
ment action. Governor Frederick Johnson of the Province of Aguan, 
Mindanao, in 1910 found the natives exploited by traders who charged 
to the natives 1,500 per cent interest on goods advanced against pay- 
ment in products. He made the use of modern currency compulsory, and 
the Government competed with traders by selling trade goods on the 
basis of 25 per cent net profit. 1 7 

14 Karl Bucher, Industrial Evolution (New York, 1901), p. 69. See also Schadenberg, 
Zeitschrift fur Ethnographic , 1885, pp. 10, 19 and 29. Quoted by Schurtz, Grundnss 
einer Enstehungsgeschichte des Geldes (Weimar, 1898), p. 69. 

lc Sir R. C. Temple, Beginnings of Currency [(Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute (London, 1899)], Vol. xxrx, p. 110. 

10 Montero y Vidal, Historia de Filipinas , Vol. r, p. 63. Quoted by F. W. Atkinson, 
The Philippine Islands (Boston, 1905), p. 62. 

17 W. Cameron Forbes, The Philippine Islands (Boston, 1928), p. 618. 


CHAPTER 17 

THE DRUM CURRENCY OF ALOR 

Alor, a small island to the north of Timor, possesses — or possessed up 
to 1941 — a highly developed primitive monetary system. We have a 
great deal of detailed information about it, thanks to Cora du Bois, who 
visited the island shortly before the second World War, primarily for 
the purpose of studying the psychology of the natives. It occupies such 
a predominant position in the thoughts of the natives that it would have 
been hardly possible to study their psychology without coming across a 
wealth of material on the subject. Indeed, Cora du Bois observed on one 
occasion with some apparent irritation that the native whom she ques- 
tioned about his dreams kept talking about drums and gongs, the 
principal currencies of the island. 

On Alor all the hard work is done by the women. Men have no time 
for gardening or other similar physical labour, for they have a full-time 
job on hand by looking after the highly involved financial system. 1 
Indeed, this division of labour is in force to such extent that a woman 
who shows an interest in finance is referred to as a “man-woman,” while 

^ora du Bois, The People of Alor (Minneapolis, 1944), p, 22. 
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a man who finds time for gardening or gathering wood is referred to as 
a “woman-man.” 2 

The principal currencies of Alor are metal kettle-drums called mokos , 
and brass gongs. Pigs may also be regarded as a limited currency, while 
arrows are used as small change. 

As in other communities where pigs serve as a kind of currency, their 
value is relatively high. They are only eaten at feasts and their value is 
included in “the interminable and complex monetary accounting that is 
basic to ceremonial procedure.” Should a pig be killed accidentally, a 
ceremonial feast of one sort or another is improvised to justify its con- 
sumption 3 and since festivities provide occasion for creditors to collect 
their claims, it often happens that creditors shoot their debtor’s pig in 
order to find such an opportunity for forcing him to pay up. 4 

Among the gongs, only those which are damaged arc used for currency, 
for the perfect specimens are retained by their owners for ceremonial 
purposes. Far more important than either gongs or pigs in the monetary 
system of Alor are the mokos . Some specimens of these bronze drums 
are supposed to have been found buried in the earth. 5 Most of the drums 
have, however, been imported in modern times from East Java. Al- 
though the Alor people know the difference between the genuine article 
and the imitation, they readily accept the latter. 

The value of the mokos ranges from one rupiah to 3,000 rupiahs. 6 
Each denomination has a separate name. In recent years, their value has 
been rising owing to the fact that in 1914 — until when mokos were “the 
general money of Alor” — the Dutch Colonial Government, in an effort 
to encourage the use of modern money, banned the import of mokos . It 
went even further — it bought up hundreds of mokos and scrapped them 
or threw them into the sea. 7 

Mokos together with gongs are the most highly valued possession of 
the natives and serve as their principal store of value. They are also used 
in current transactions as a medium of exchange. To quote actual in- 
stances ; — A native informant of Cora du Bois told her that he intended 
to sell rice for mokos.* Another native told her that he sold a pig for a 
moko* There are, however, many other objects which are accepted in 
exchange for rice or pigs. Most trade is done in the form of barter. Nor 
is there any evidence that mokos served as units of account in these 
deals. There appears to be a fixed ratio between pigs and mokos. A 
pig is worth a certain type of moko , valued at about five rupiahs. 10 The 

Mu Bois, p. 95. 

a du Bois, p. 22. Mu Bois, p. 148. 

6 Ernst Vatter, AtaKiwan — Unbekannte Bcrgvolker tm Tropischen Holland (Leipzig, 
1932), p.239. 

Mu Bois, p, 23 ; Vatter, p. 239. 

7 Vatter, p, 239. According to Vatter, in 1916 there were still over 2,000 mokos in 
Alor, The number is given by du Bois as 20,000. Even if we were to consider the 
smaller figure to be coriect, it represents a fair number for a small island. 

B du Bois, p, 195. Mu Bois, p. 198, 10 du Bois, p. 23. 
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mokos differ in value considerably, but conform to a complicated stan- 
dard with a fixed ratio between the various denominations. 

Drums and gongs form an indispensable part of bride price which 
largely accounts for the persistent demand for them. The purchase of a 
wife is not a single transaction, but a series of highly complicated ex- 
changes between the two families concerned. Burial feasts, too, lead to 
a series of transactions in pigs, gongs and mokos . Finally, the building 
of “lineage houses ’ 1 entails complicated financial operations, in which 
gongs and mokos play a prominent part . 11 

By far the most important part played by mokos and gongs is in the 
sphere of credit. The total ciiculation of mokos in Alor serves as a basis 
for an inverted pyramid of credit structure not unlike that of our 
modern communities. On Alor, wealth consists essentially of a series of 
outstanding credits, not of accumulated property . 12 Natives are busily 
engaged in looking after their drum and gong investments, or are trying 
to find drums and gongs to repay their debts. Those owning a number 
of these valuables are not happy unless and until they have succeeded 
in lending them — if only m order to protect them from being seized by 
their creditors. It always requires an immense effort to force debtors to 
pay, and festivities which provide occasion for it are the scenes of furious 
haggling between creditors and debtors. 

When the creditors assemble in the debtor’s house in order to collect 
the drums and gongs the latter owes them, their own creditors in turn 
are also present in order to lay claim to the drums and gongs the 
moment they change hands. The result is that in addition to the quarrels 
centring on the liquidation of the principal debt, there is also a series 
of subsidiary quarrels being waged on the side . 13 

To form an idea of how fully this credit system dominates the minds 
of the natives, Cora du Bois quotes a number of specimens of their 
poetry in which there is very frequent reference to the none too poetic 
subject of relations between debtors and creditors. 

"The lack of standardized currencies, the contest devices and the 
chicanery associated with wealth, the difficulties attendant upon feasts, 
the competitive system in which only a fraction of the male population 
can be successful, all contribute to the frustrations and irritations of 
gaining prestige,” Cora du Bois remarks. “In addition, no one can relax 
his efforts once the goal has been reached. There are too many socially 
recognized pressures to permit him to withdraw and still maintain his 
status rating.” 

Pantar is another island of the same group where mokos and gongs 
are the currency . 14 

n du Bois, p. 23. ls du Bois, p. 143. ls du Bois, p, 145, 

u Vatter, p. 269, 
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BRONZE GUNS, BEES’ WAX AND BUFFALOES AS MONEY IN 

BORNEO 

The best known amongst the primitive currencies of Borneo are bronze 
cannons, gongs, buffaloes, bees’ wax, gold dust and bundles of cloth. 
The origin of the monetary use of bronze cannons dates from the bad 
old days when petty kings and chiefs were engaged in warfare against 
each other. Later the cannons weie retained as one of the principal 
forms of store of value and as ornaments. They played, until recently, 
also the part of a standard of value. Prices were expressed in terms of so 
many piculs of bronze cannon, and barter was largely based on this unit 
of account. Evans believes the Sarawak Government still fined, in the 
early ’twenties, recalcitrant tribes so many piculs of bronze cannon . 1 It 
was also a medium of exchange which was readily taken and received 
in payment. Indeed, according to Evans, bronze cannons, together with 
gongs, buffaloes and standard rolls of cloth, became a sort of legal 
tender . 2 Fixed ratios were established between the various types of cur- 
rencies. 

The large brass gongs which are used in various ceremonies for danc- 
ing and for signalling, and of which there is a number in every house, 
constituted right up to the ’twenties “one of the best recognized stan- 
dards of value and the most important form of currency .” 3 

During the ’twenties buffaloes also served as an abstract unit of 
account. Although a large part of the population had grown used to 
coins and even to paper currency, a high proportion of their trade was 
still carried on by barter, and though a native may tell you that such 
and such an article is worth so many piculs , he is probably himself 
calculating its value in buffaloes and converting the result into dollars 
for your benefit. The price of buffaloes does not vary extensively from 
year to year . 4 Credit transactions take place in terms of buffaloes. Many 
disputes arise over such transactions and in many instances creditors 
take out summonses to secure a buffalo calf as interest on the buffalo 
they lent . 3 

Another type of loan is granted in rice, usually on the security of 
bronze objects which are worth a good deal more than the rice lent. The 
creditors reckon with the improvident nature of their debtors and hope 
to keep the bronze object through the non-payment of their claims. 


1 Ivor H. N. Evans, Among the Primitive Peoples in Borneo (London, 1922), p. 136. 

2 Evans, p. 136. 

3 Charles ITose, Natural Man — A Record from Borneo (London, 1926), p, 88. 
*Evans, pp. 135-6. 

6 Evans, p. 136. 
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More often than not, the calculation proves to be correct. 6 According 
to Ling Roth, the annual interest of loans granted in paddy depends on 
the relative scarcity of paddy in the district. 7 

Around the rivers where gold dust is washed, gold dust played the 
part of money. 8 In the Sambao country, bees 5 wax was the principal 
currency. “It is melted but not refined, and cast into moulds of an 
oblong square, and a rattan withy to lift them by is cast in the wax. A 
piece weighs a quarter of a picul and the picul is valued in payments at 
forty shillings. They have also for smaller payments pieces of one- 
eighth and one-sixteenth picul and for small money they have cow- 
ries. 5 ’ 0 Bars of iron were used for small change in some parts of Borneo. 10 

According to Temple, plaited fibre armlets passed as currency in 
Borneo, at the rate of three cents of the trade dollar per bundle of fifteen 
armlets. 11 Among the Battak a much more primitive form of currency — 
if it can be regarded as such — consisted of human skulls during 
the 19th century. 12 It is even alleged that traders had captured natives 
and slaughtered them, in order to use their skulls in payment for sandal- 
wood. 13 Even if this information is authentic, it seems probable that the 
skulls only played the part of a favourite medium of barter. 

Other monetary materials in the interior included salt, pieces of 
copper imported by the Rajah of Sarawak, 14 and rice. We have already 
referred to its use as a means of deferred payments; it was also used as 
a medium of exchange. In British North Borneo, a certain charm against 
disease could be bought only by rice. If the would-be purchaser had 
only coins, he had first to buy rice. 16 The Dayaks are said to have used 
Chinese procelain vessels as currency. 16 

Much of the trade is still done by barter. The Dayaks in the more 
backward regions are unable to grasp the possibility of buying some- 
thing for a third object instead of direct barter. 17 


c Evans, pp. 137-9 

7 Henry Ling Roth, The Natives of Sarawak and British North Borneo (London, 
1896), p .186. 

s Lmg Roth, p. 176. 

9 Captain Alexander Hamilton, A New Account of the East Indies. Pinkerton’s 
Travel Series, Yol. vra (1811), p. 460. 

10 Captain R. Mundy, The Journals of James Brooke (London, 1848), Vol. n, p. 350. 

n Sir R. C. Temple, The Evolution of Currency and Coinage t Lectures on the Method 
of Science (Oxford, 1906), p. 188, 

Aiivtsiii/I Vnl wrnrrn vyytt 377 

13 V. Schleinitz in Zeitschrift der Gesellschaft fur Erdkunde (Berlin, 1877), p. 258. 
Quoted by Schurtz, p, 45. 

14 H. C. Millies, Recherches sur les monnaies des indigenes de VArchipel Indien et 
de laPeninsule Malaie (The Hague, 1871), p. 157, 

l5 I. H.N. Evans, Orang Dusun , p, 156. Quoted by Elizabeth Ellis Hoyt, Primitive 
Trade (London, 1926), p. 84. 

lc Biicher, p 69. British Museum Handbook to the Ethnological Collection 
(London, 1910), p. 91. 

17 Friednch Noback , Munz*, Mass-, undGewichtsbuch. 2nd Edn, (Leipzig, 1879), 
p. 343. 



CHAPTER 19 


OTHER MONEYS OF THE INDONESIAN ARCHIPELAGO 

A large part of the Sumatran population trade with each other and with 
other communities largely by barter, without apparently using any 
standard of value. On the other hand, there are races on the island which 
adopted primitive currencies centuries ago. According to a Chinese 
author, Tung Hli Yung K’An, writing in the early 17th century, “when 
the men of Jambi bargain for goods, the price is agreed upon in gold, 
but they pay only with pepper, e.g., if something costs two taels of gold, 
they pay a hundred piculs of pepper or thereabouts. They like to buy 
foreign women, and girls from other countries are often brought here 
and sold for pepper.” 1 2 Gold dust by weight was extensively used as a 
currency in many parts of Sumatra during the 18th and 19th centuries.* 

In Tappanuli, the natives reckoned the value of goods in benzoe 
cakes or in buffalo hides. 3 Coffee is said to have served as a currency on 
Sumatra. 

On the Alu islands near Sumatra, small pieces of cotton cloth were 
used as a currency, according to Cheng-lo, in 1415. 4 * Other objects 
mentioned as having served as a currency include tampans, brass wire, 
or brass beads, and buffaloes. All these are claimed to have served as 
standards of value to assist transactions of barter. For small payments 
salt was extensively used. 6 

On the island of Nias, west of Sumatra, commercial transactions were 
effected by barter but were based on gold as the abstract standard of 
value.® By the beginning of this century, the Nias and Dayak tribes 
came to use coins in their contact with Europeans. Among themselves 
they still practised barter with gold as the standard of value. 7 

According to Ibn Batuta who visited Sumatra in 1345-6, trade was 
then done with the aid of lumps of tin and native gold. 8 

On Nassau Island, off Sumatra, “a sort of iron hatchet or handbill 
served as the standard for the value of various commodities such as 
coconuts, poultry, etc.” 9 The natives are said to have been still strangers 


1 Sir R. C. Temple, Notes on Currency and Coinage among the Burmese (Reprinted 
from the Indian Antiquary, Yol. xlvui, 1919), p. 19. 

2 W. Marsden, History of Sumatra (London, 1811), p. 171, Quoted by Ridgeway, 
p. 172. 

a Noback, p. 856, 

4 W. W. Rockhill, Notes on the Relations and Trade of China with the Eastern 

Archipelago and the Races of the Indian Ocean during the fourteen century (TOung 
Fao,Vol. xv, 1914), p.141. 

fi A. Featherman, p. 298. G Featherman, p. 351. 

7 H. Breitenstein, Sumatra (Leipzig, 1902), p. 176. 

8 H. C. Millies, p. 58. 

e John Crisp, An Account of the Inhabitants of the Poggy or Nassau Islands . 
(Asiatic Researches, Vol. vi. Reprinted for the Straits branch of the Royal Asiatic 
Society, 1886), pp. 71-2, 
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to the use of com of any kind towards the close of the 19th century, and 
a metal coat button would be of equal value in their estimation to a 
piece of gold or silver coin, either of which would be immediately hung 
about the neck as ornament. 

Some of the most primitive communities in Sumatra, long before they 
were acquainted with the use of money, became acquainted with the 
blessings of credit. The primitive Sakai tribes are granted by Chinese 
traders very large amounts of credits. Their I.O.U. consists of a string 
with as many knots as are owed in dollars. Their creditor collects his 
claims on maturity in products. 10 

In the distant past, rice which was the staple product of Majapahit 
served as a medium of exchange in Java, not because the population 
was unacquainted with coins but owing to the scarcity of coins, as a 
result of which prices tended to be unduly low, 11 The dynastic history 
of the Sung Dynasty (a.d. 960-1279) records that the Javanese during 
that period cut leaves of silver and used them as money. 12 

According to Grubauer, the Foradja people in Celebes fixed fines 
in terms of buffaloes. 13 Credit is granted in terms of rice on security. 

In the mountain villages of the island of Hi Mandiri ivory is the chief 
store of value. The number of ivory tusks and their size determines the 
social standing of the natives. To-day it is no longer used as currency, 
but there is reason to believe that in a not too distant past it served as 
a medium of exchange. It is still the principal form of bride 
money. 14 

Pieces of cloth measuring 15 x 15 cms. and 17 X 17 cms. served as a 
currency on Butou Island during the 19th century. Its name was kam- 
puna , which means “head cloth of a king.” It was originally introduced 
as the chief means of payment of the Sultan and the leading noblemen 
who had the monopoly of its issue. It was produced by special looms. 
Only the officially produced pieces of cloth were valid as currency, other 
kinds of cloth were valueless except as goods. From time to time this 
cloth money was withdrawn from circulation and was replaced by 
metallic money. During a later period subordinate officials and priests 
were also allowed to issue it. The cloth issued by the various Sultans 
differed in design. It is only comparatively recently that his money was 
entirely replaced by silver coins. 15 In the Sulu Archipelago, too, during 
the first half of the 19th century pieces of cotton cloth circulated as 
currency. They were imported by the Sultans who fixed their value which 

10 M. Moszkowski, Auf Neuen Wege durch Sumatra (Berlin, 1909), p. 101. 

U J. S. Furnivall, Netherlands India — A Study in Plural Economy (Cambridge, 
1939), p. 9. 

12 W. B Groeneweldt, Notes on the Malay Archipelago and Malacca (Batavia, 1817), 

p. 16. 

13 A Grubauer, Celebes (The Hague, 1923), p. 69. 

14 Vatter, p. 77. 

16 Johann Elbert, Die Sundri-Expedition des Vereins fur Geographic und Statistik zu 
Frankfurt am Main (Frankfurt, 1911), Vol. I, pp. 185-6. 
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was unaffected by the fluctuation of its supply. 15 More recently, paddy 
or rice was used for small payments, though Chinese copper coins were 
the principal currency. 17 

According to Duarte Barbosa, trade on the Moluccas and Banda 
Islands during the early period of colonization was conducted on the 
basis of Javanese gongs in terms of which prices were quoted. “The 
kings and great men set great value on these and kept them, both great 
and small, as a treasure and estate.” 18 On the other hand, according to 
Furnivall, at the end of the 16th century, the Spice Islands did not use 
any money and sold their products for cloth from Coromandel. “The 
market of cloth was limited, and when the people had all the cloth they 
wanted they had no wish to sell or even cultivate their supplies.' 5,19 

Gongs, small brass cannons and elephant tusks constituted the store 
of value of the Aru people. They used these objects as bride money and 
hoarded them. 20 

XQ Ausland y 1848, p. 955. Quoted by G. Thilenius, p. 5, Primitives Geld (Archiv fur 
Anthropologic , 1920, Vol. xvm, New Series). 

17 Featherman, Part it, p. 416. 

18 Mansel Long worth Dames, The Book of Duarte Barbosa (London, 1921), 
Hakluyt Society, Vol. ir, pp. 302-3. 

10 Furnivall, p. 22. 

20 A. R. Wallace, The Malay Archipelago (London, 1890), p. 360. 


CHAPTER 20 

“HOMERIC” CURRENCIES IN FRENCH INDO-CHINA 

In Cambodia buffaloes and oxen were used to a large extent as units a 
thousand years ago. An inscription dating from a.d. 960 found near 
Angkor, gives an account of land acquired against payments in buffaloes 
and oxen, 1 Among the Bahnars the same means of payment were 
employed until recently as in Homeric Greece: cattle, tripods and small 
axes, 8 A slave — which was a large monetary unit — was worth a number 
of buffaloes, according to his age, strength, skill, etc. A buffalo was 
worth seven earthenware jars. 3 

Until recently, buffaloes were used in part of French Indo-China as 
a limited unit of account. The prices of red earthenware jars which are 
the chief store of value of the Moi were quoted in buffaloes. 4 Cowries 
were used until recently as currency in Luang Prabong. 5 In the Laos 
province, cowries had fixed ratio to the Indo-Chinese piastre, Each shell 

l Etienne Aymonier, Le Cambodge (Paris, 1904), Vol. nr, p. 10. 

a E. Babelon, Les Origines de la Monnaie (Paris, 1897), p. 14. 

a E. Aymonier, La Co chin chine Franeaise (Paris, 1887), Vol. xm, pp. 296-7. 

4 H. Baudesson, Indo-China and its Primitive People (London, 1919), p. 24. 

5 J, G. Andersson, Children of the Yellow Earth (London, 1934), p. 301. 
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was worth piastre 0.0002.° Laos had also an iron currency consisting of 
small bars of about 120 grams each. It was particularly used in southern 
Laos. 7 At Sting Treng in Cambodia, too, small iron bars were in use as 
currency. Gamier remarked on it that its nominal value was eight or 
nine times its metallic value. 8 The smallest monetary unit of the Bahnars 
was the iron hoe. In the ’seventies it was equated to ten centimes of 
European goods, and was a popular unit of account. 

As in other parts of Further India, metals by weights were used as 
means of payment. Already in the 10th century fines were fixed in 
weights of gold or silver. The objects which were used in Cambodia for 
the payment of fines included slaves, cattle, buffaloes, horses, pigs and 
elephants. 9 

Rice has always played a part in various parts of Indo-China as a 
means of payment. According to a description of Cambodia by the 
Chinese Ambassador Theou-la-Kuan, in the 13th century in small 
transactions payment was made in rice, grain, or cloth, in large tran- 
sactions in gold and silver. 10 At the beginning of this century, the main 
tax was the dime du riz , the most ancient of all taxes in Indo-China, 
payable in rice. 11 Loans were granted in rice and also in other com- 
modities at an interest rate of 50 per cent if repayable at the end of the 
next season. 12 

There was also a fictitious unit of account called muk\ ajar was worth 
four muks. lz 

Before the French occupation of the left bank of the Mekong valley 
the following currencies were in circulation there: cowries, legally fixed 
by the Siamese Government at 6,400 per tical \ small copper ingots called 
lat , worth twenty-four per tical ; small iron bars, ten per tical ; and silver 
bars in the shape of a loaf. 14 

6 Lucien de Rheinach, Le Laos (Paris, 191 1), p. 330. Cowries were seen in circula- 
tion in Luan Prabong in the latter part of the nineteenth century (Andersson, p. 301). 

7 Rheinach, p, 330. 

8 Etienne Aymomer, Voyage dans leLaos (Paris, 1895), Yol. i, p. 22; La Cochmchim 
Frangaise , xra, pp, 296-8. 

°Aymomer (1904), p. 557, 10 Aymonier (1904), p. 629. u Aymonier (1904), p. 75, 

12 Aymonier (1904), p. 86. See also J. B Alberti, Vlndochlne d' autrefois et 
d'aujourdhui (Paris, 1934), pp, 110-12. 13 Aymonier (1887), xm, pp. 296-7. 

14 A. Schroeder, Annam — Etudes Numismatiques (Paris, 1905), pp. 586-7. 


CHAPTER 21 

GAMBLING COUNTERS AS MONEY IN SIAM 

In the 14th century cowrie shells were used in Siam as a currency and 
bore a fixed ratio of 10,000 cowries to twenty taels in paper money. 1 
In the 17th century there was a fixed ratio between cowries and in 

"Rockhill, p. 105. 
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prevailing monetary unit, the cattu A For a long time, cowries remained 
the favourite medium of exchange in Siam for small transactions. It was 
not until 1865 that they were replaced through the issue of lead token 
money. 3 Eight varieties of cowries were in use at the same time as 
currencies for hundreds of years. 4 

The most curious form of primitive currency that was until recently 
in use m Siam consisted of Chinese gaming counters. When Hallett 
arrived at Zimme in the ’eighties, he was astonished to find that traders 
gave back small octagonal porcelain gaming counters as change. These 
counters bore Chinese inscriptions and were leckoned to be worth two 
annas and four annas. It was explained to him that the monopolists of 
gaming houses had a right to issue such counters and that they were m 
general use among the people as small change. They remained current 
as long as the Chinese monopolist was solvent or had the monopoly. If 
his monopoly was discontinued, he called in the tokens by sending a crier 
round beating a gong and informing the people that he was ready to 
exchange the tokens for money. 8 After three days following the announce- 
ment the counters ceased to be acceptable and holders frequently 
suffered losses. 6 Such gambling counters formed the sole small change 
at Zimme before the Bangkok copper currency supplanted them. 

Up to 1874, salt was used as currency for purchases in the Zimm6 
market. 7 Lumps of silver, the shape and weight of which vary in different 
localities, are still in use as money in remote districts. 8 In the gold pro- 
ducing districts gold dust was until recently the sole currency. Taxes were 
paid in it. According to Aymonier, in the olden days gold dust was so 
plentiful that it was not even weighed. A tube of gold dust, ten centi- 
metres in length and the thickness of the thumb, was the price of a 
buffalo. 5 

After the second World War cigarettes became the favourite medium 
of exchange and unit of account for a short time. Advertisements 
appearing in Siamese newspapers quoted prices in cigarettes. 

2 John Fryer, A New Account of East India and Persia (Hakluyt Society, 2nd Series, 
xx, 1912), Vol. n. 

3 H. S. Hallett, A Thousand Miles on an Elephant in the Shan State (London, 1890), 
p. 164. 

^Virginia Thompson, Thailand the New Siam (New York, 1941), pp 566-7. 

B Haflett, p. 234. See also Adolf Bastian, Reisen in Siam im Jahre 1863 (Jena, 
1867), pp. 22 and 213, and Aymonier (1895), pp 314-5. 

c Aymonier (1895), pp. 314-5, 7 Hallett, p. 164. 

8 W. A. Graham, Siam (London, 1924), Vol. I, p. 343, 

® Aymonier (1895), pp. 134-6. 


CHAPTER 22 

TIN INGOTS AND GOLD DUST IN MALAYA 

Primitive money on the Malayan Peninsula was less evident than on 
many islands of the Malayan Archipelago or in other parts of the main- 
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land of South Eastern Asia* The reason for tins is that while the back- 
ward tribes on the Peninsula are, or were until recently, at a too low 
stage of economic development to use any kind of money, the more 
advanced tribes are fully familiar with the use of modern money. The 
Sakai and Semang tribes of Negritos do very little trade, even in the 
form of barter, although in recent years contact with European and 
Asiatic traders, and with more advanced tribes, has resulted in some 
progress. 

Some of the Sakai tribes have actually become familiar with modern 
money but it serves almost exclusively as a unit of account. The bride- 
groom generally pays ten dollars to his father-in-law, but if he is a chief, 
he is required to pay thirty dollars. Presumably these sums are paid in 
kind, as no ordinary Sakai bridegroom would have such a large amount 
m cash. 1 

A rudimentary unit of account among the Sakai is the supply of food 
for a family for a specified period. According to de Morgan, a blowpipe 
and quiver with darts are valued at a fortnight’s food supply for a 
family, and a loin cloth is priced at a month’s supply of food. 2 

The Benua-Jakun tribe used coarse china plates and saucers as a 
rudimentary currency for the purpose of imposing fines. 3 Gold dust 
packed in pieces of cloth changed hands by weight as a form of limited 
medium of exchange. The packages usually weighed one tael each. 4 Tin 
ingots were also used as means of payment and were weighed on a scale. 
Models of animals made of tin were used as currency according to 
weight. 6 White cloth figures so frequently in bride money and in every 
land of other payment in various tribes that it may be regarded as a 
limited currency. 0 According to a manuscript attributed to either Magel- 
lan or Duarte Barbosa, the City of Malacca had such a quantity of gold 
in the 16th century, that the big merchants always reckoned in bahars 
(400 lbs.) of gold. 7 

l W. W Skeat and C. O. Blagden, Pagan Races of the Malay Peninsula (London, 
1906), Vol.n,pp, 60-1. 

2 Skeat and Blagden, p. 502. 3 Skeat and Blagden, p. 515. 

4 Sir R. C. Temple, Notes on Currency and Coinage among the Burmese (Reprinted 
from the Indian Antiquary, Vol. xLvm, Bombay, 1919), p. 19. 

6 Temple, p. 3. 

c Skeat and Blagden, pp. 78, 82 and 85. 

7 Sir Frank Swettenham, British Malaya (London, 1908), p. 17. 


CHAPTER 23 

WEIGHED SILVER AND LEAD CURRENCY IN BURMA 

In 1879, Noback’s reference book of cnrrencies gave weighed silver and 
lead as the currencies of Burma. 1 As long ago as 1795, Symes reported 


^oback, pp. 753-4. 
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from Ava the existence of the same currencies: — “The Birmans, like 
the Chinese, have no coins; silver bullion and lead are the current 
monies of the country; weight and purity are, of course, the standard 
of value, and in the ascertainment of both, the natives are extremely 
scrupulous and expert.” 2 

According to Bastian, who paid a visit to Burma in 1861-2, anybody 
wanting to transact business on the market must be provided with a 
lump of silver, a hammer, a chisel, weighing scales and weights. When 
the potential buyer asks the seller to state his price, the latter responds 
by asking his customer to show his money. Having formed an opinion 
about the fineness of the lump of silver produced, he then quotes a price 
in weight. Thereupon they proceed to cut off from the lump of silver a 
corresponding piece which is then weighed. Often the operation has to 
be repeated several times until the correct weight is achieved. Needless 
to say, much silver becomes lost in the process. To avoid tills, the buyer 
often asks the seller how much of his goods he is prepared to give for 
his lump of silver such as it is. Alternatively, change is given in the form 
of rice, 3 

Flouet, writing of Pegu and Rangoon in 1786, stated that the current 
money in the bazaars and markets was lead, cut into lumps of various 
sizes. The sellers put into one scale the goods they were selling and in 
the other scale the lumps of lead. Meat and fish were sold sometimes 
weight for weight, For 25 lbs. of meat the buyer paid 25 lbs. of lead. 
Vegetables and other goods of lower value were sold in proportion. 
Flouet remarks that this currency was seldom used for large payments. 4 

Lumps of spelter or pewter were used as currency already in the 16th 
century. According to Ceesar Frederick in about 1567 the current money 
in the city of Pegu and throughout the entire kingdom was called ganza 
or gamca, an alloy of copper and lead. It was not issued by the king; 
anyone was entitled to stamp it, 6 

General Macmahon, an authority on the Karens quoted by Temple, 6 
stated that “among the most valued possessions of the Hill Karens is 
the kyee-zee , consisting of a copper spelter cylinder of about a quarter 
of an inch in thickness, averaging about two feet in length, and of some- 
what greater diameter at one end, which is closed with the same kind of 


a Michael Symes, Embassy to Ava. Pinkerton’s Voyages (London, 1811), Vol. ix, 
p. 503, 

3 Adolf Bastian, Reisen in Blrma in den Jahren 1861-2 (Leipzig, 1866), pp. 57-8. 
Bastian found that while in the towns token money was freely accepted, in the back- 
ward regions it was rejected (p. 284), 

4 T'Oung Pao t VoL n, 1941, quoted by Temple (1919), pp, 19-20. 

5 Purchas Pilgrims , Vol, m (1717-18), quoted by Temple (1919), p, 22. See also 
Gabriel Ferrand, Les Poids , Mesures et Mommies des Mers du Sud aux XVPet XVII e 
Siecle, Journal Asiatique, My-Dec., 1920, p. 85, 

6 Sir R. C. Temple, Beginnings of Currency , Journal of the Anthropological Institute, 
Vol. xxix (London, 1899), p, 110. 
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metal, the smaller end being left open. The possession of kyee-zee is 
what constitutes a rich Karen. No one is considered rich without them, 
whatevei may be his other possessions. Everyone who has money 
endeavours to turn it into kyee-zee” There is no evidence whether kyee- 
zee are used as a medium of exchange or a standard of value. 

Macmahon also stated in 1845 that “the value of all property is 
estimated by the Maliah Khonds in “lives,” a measure which requires 
some adjustment every time it is applied. A buffalo, a bullock, a goat, 
a pig or a fowl, a bag of gram or a set of brass pots being each, with 
anything that may be agreed upon, a “life.” A hundred hves on an 
average may be taken to consist of ten bullocks, ten buffaloes, ten sacks 
of corn, ten sets of brass pots, twenty sheep, ten pigs and thirty fowls.” 7 

A brick of tea was, according to Temple, not only worth a rupee, but 
in a certain sense was a rupee. 8 In the market of Bamo, the currency 
consisted of flat discs of China tea and balls of Shan tea. 0 Glass jars 
and bottles are claimed to have served as currency in Burma a thousand 
years ago, according to Chinese observers. During expeditions in Upper 
Burma in the ’seventies, it was found that empty bottles were very 
popular among the Shans, 10 There is no evidence, however, that they 
played any other part than that of a favourite medium of barter. 

Rice was used until recently as a currency. Only useless broken rice, 
unsuitable for food or seed, was used for that purpose. Apparently it 
was possible to find buyers for unlimited amounts of good rice; only 
what was spoiled in handling was used as money. 11 This observation 
was first made by the British Resident at the Court of Ava in 1797, 
according to Temple. According to Temple the quantity of such broken 
rice in monetary circulation has its natural limits, owing to the demand 
for food and for seed. Under native governments revenue was estimated 
in baskets of rice. 12 

Temple (1899), p. 105 Temple (1899), p. 109. 

9 Clement Williams, quoted by Temple (1899), p 190. 

10 Temple (1899), pp. 109-10. u Temple (1899), pp. 111-2. 

12 Temple (1899), p. 109. 


CHAPTER 24 

TEA BRICK CURRENCY IN BACKWARD PARTS OF CHINA 

The primitive currencies of China, as those of India, have a very ancient 
history. Various primitive currencies have survived to some extent 
to our days in the backward provinces, but even in the most advanced 
parts of China such as the former Treaty Ports, the adoption of coins 
and of paper currency has not replaced altogether the use of the ancient 
fictitious silver unit, the tael . This system is described in some detail in 
the Historical Section of this book, and we propose to refer to it here 
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only briefly. Although until recently most large transactions were con- 
cluded in terms of taels , there were no actual coins called tael The metal 
that actually changed hands consisted of shoe-shaped silver ingots 
called sycee. The tael represents a certain weight of such ingots of a 
certain fineness . 1 

On the China-Tibet border, silver by weight constituted until recently 
both the standard of value and the medium of exchange. In Attense, 
towards the close of the last century, musk was sold for seven times its 
weight in silver, and gold at eighteen times its weight in silver . 2 

In some of the backward parts of China it was found difficult to 
popularize modern money. Silver coins are still taken as a piece of 
ornament rather than a currency in the towns of the Gobi desert. Their 
value depends largely on whether the people approve or disapprove of 
their design. The dollar bearing the head of Yuan Shik-Kai was favour- 
ably received, but when a new coin stamped with the effigy of Sun Yat- 
Sen was issued the inhabitants of Gobi towns refused to accept it be- 
cause the new President’s head was small and unimpressive. In Tunk- 
wang, each coin is valued individually a little higher or a little lower than 
its face value, according to the degree of preference of the people, 
independently of intrinsic values . 3 In some towns in the Gobi desert and 
Sinkiang gamblers’ counters made of bamboo or base metals served 
until recently as a currency . 1 

In Tibet sheep were used as a measure of value . 5 As in other parts of 
Inner Asia, tea was, and probably still is, extensively used as a medium 
of exchange , 6 Lumps of gold and gold dust by weight, and silver yambu 
were also media of exchange . 7 Turquoise beads were also said to have 
been used as a kind of money . 8 In Sinkiang, too, tea bricks and sheep 
served as currency . 0 

In Mongolia and in other parts of Central and Western Asia, livestock 
played an important part as a currency for many centuries. Until re- 
cently sheep continued to serve as a unit of account. They represent a 
fairly flexible standard according to Karamisheff . 10 The grown-up ram, 
the grown-up sheep, the one-year-old ram and sheep, the lamb, each 
had its fixed value. For instance, a grown-up bull was worth ten grown- 
up rams or twenty grown-up sheep, or thirty one-year-old sheep, or 
sixty lambs. 

x Th' e best description of this system is to be found in Eduard Kann, The Currencies 
of China (Shanghai, 1921), 2nd Edition, p. 65 et seq . 

2 Prince Herni d’Orleans, Fiom Tonkin to India (London, 1898), p 242. 

a Mildred Cable and Francisca French, The Gobi Desert (London, 1942), p. 70. 

4 Cable and Fiench, p. 88. According to G. N. Roelich, Trails in Inmost Asia (New 
Haven, 1931), p. 97, small bamboo sticks are issued by gambling houses on the toad 
to Urumchi, with the names of the house on them. They are universally accepted. 

5 Regling (1926), p. 208. 

°W. Ridgeway, The Origin of Metallic Currency and Weight Standards (Cam- 
bridge, 1892), p. 23. ? Noback, p. 871. 8 Ridgeway, p. 23, 

9 W. Karamisheff, Mongolia and Western China (Tientsin, 1925), pp. 38-9. 

10 Karamisheff, pp, 38-9. 
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During the early part of the centuiy, sheep were largely displaced as 
currency by brick tea. Owing to the strong demand for it throughout 
Inner Asia, it is generally acceptable. 11 It is divisible for small payments. 
The value of goods sold in the markets and shops was reckoned by 
numbers of tea bricks. During the 19th century tea bricks were given by 
the Chinese to the Mongols to pay for troops. 12 During the ’seventies in 
Urga a sheep was worth from twelve to fifteen bricks, a camel from 120- 
150 bricks, a Chinese pipe from two to five bricks. Anyone desirous of 
making purchases in the market took with him a sackful or a cartload of 
tea bricks. 13 Haslund quotes an instance of the purchase of a house for 
tea bricks in Kiakt, 14 Extensive credit transactions were concluded in 
tea bricks. 15 Tea currency has its disadvantages. It is very bulky and 
heavy. One brick weighs four and a half lbs. and the transport of a 
quantity of it worth a hundred dollars would require the services of a 
camel. Moreover, its value is unstable; it largely depends on the quan- 
tity available. 10 Owing to this inconvenience, in more recent years tea 
bricks were replaced by the silver sycee, current in other parts of China. 
Scrap silver is also used, while in remote corners barter continues to 
prevail on a basis of tea or sheep as units of account. 17 

In addition to sheep and tea, various local products served as limited 
currencies in particular districts. In Northern Mongolia, the unit of 
account was the squirrel skin, and Mongols near the Salenga river used 
furs as a medium of exchange. 18 Haslund quotes the instance of a rich 
lama in the ’thirties, to whom most people in the district owed money, 
collecting his debts in the form of furs. 19 In certain parts of the steppes, 
horses or cattle were valued in terms of puds of butter. 20 

A very large part of the home trade of Mongolia was until recently 
on a barter basis. Barter was often transacted according to the value of 
goods expressed in Chinese dollars. 21 Silver, whether in the form of 
sycee or coins, is largely used as a store of wealth. 

Rice was for a long time used in Korea as currency. In addition, 
during the 14th century pieces of flax tissue served as money. In 1357 
it was decided to seal pieces of Imen in order to make them legal tender. 33 

More recently the currency consisted entirely of brass coins of very 
small value, between 2,000 and 2,800 being equal to one Mexican dollar. 
To pay a sum of £10 or £20 the hire of oxen and of six to eight coolies 

ll M. P. Price, Siberia (London, 1912), p. 279. 

12 Ritter, Asien, Yol. m, p. 252. Quoted by W Roscher, Principles of Political 
Economy (Chicago, 1878), p. 357. 

13 N. Prejevalsky, Mongolia , the Tangut Country and the Solitudes of Northern 
Tibet (London, 1876), Yol. I, p. 10. 

14 Henning Haslund, Tents in Mongolia (London, 1934), pp. 208. 

15 Pnce, p. 281. 1<3 KaramishefF, p. 38. 17 Karamisheff, p. 39. 

18 Haslund, pp. 185-6. lfi Haslund, p 31. 20 Haslund, p. 153. 

21 Haslund, p. 31. 

23 Maunce Courant, Journal Asiatique , VoLn, 1893, pp. 270 et seq . Quoted by 
E. Babelon, Les Origuies de la Monnaie (Paris, 1897), p. 13. 
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became necessary. In spite of the inconvenience of this Spartan system, 
no gold or silver coins were introduced in the country. 28 The mining 
of both gold and silver was, until the Japanese conquest, strictly pro- 
hibited and even punished with death. The idea was to avoid penetration 
of foreign interests attracted by the mineral wealth of the country. 24 

28 A Henry Savage-Landor, Korea (London, 1895), pp. 38-9. 

24 Ernest Oppeit, A Foi bidden Land— Voyages to Korea ( London, 1880), pp. 170-3. 


CHAPTER 25 

COCONUT STANDARD ON THE NICOBARS 

The currency of Car Nicobar consists of coconuts. There is ample evi- 
dence of its monetary role during the late 19th century and during the 
present century right to the eve of the second World War, and it is 
probable that at present it is still in monetary use. Car Nicobar produces 
a large exportable surplus of coconuts. They constitute the staple food 
of the inhabitants as well as their staple exports. Anybody in possession 
of coconuts finds no difficulty in exchanging them freely for goods or 
services. 

Coconuts play the part of a store of value mainly for brief periods. 
Traders accumulate them pending their sale to shippers. Natives, too, 
hold supplies until they use their coconuts for purchases. Coconuts 
are considered part of the riches of the inhabitants of Nicobar. 1 They 
cannot be kept, however, indefinitely without deterioration. 

The custom of Indian traders of keeping their coconut supplies in 
primitive “safes” consisting of courtyards screened by palm leaf fences 
led to much litigation with the natives whose pigs were quite capable of 
cracking these safes and, what is much more difficult, also the shells of 
the coconuts. Mahommedan traders, when catching the pigs in the act, 
usually rushed out with speais to drive the unclean beasts away. They 
even slayed them on occasions, and retained the carcass in compen- 
sation for the damage suffered. When the conflict arising from such 
extreme action was brought before the British Government Agent, 
George Whitehead, he delivered a judgment worthy of the wisdom of 
King Solomon at his best, by ruling that, since the Nicobarese had been 
there with their pigs long before the Indian traders came, it was the 
business of the traders to make sufficiently strong fences around their 
premises to prevent the pigs getting at their nuts; and that while the 
traders were entitled to inflict bodily harm on the intruders in defence 

*“A man is rich on the Nicobars when he possesses above 400 rupees, plenty of 
pigs, nuts and sons” — F. A. de Roepstorff, Vocabulary of Dialects spoken in the 
Nicobar and Andaman Isles (Calcutta, 1875), p. 14. 
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of their property, if as a result of their action the animal was killed the 
carcass must be surrendered to its rightful owner. 2 

The main store of value of the natives consists of silver-plated spoons 
and forks. They spend most of their coconut surplus on buying these 
from the traders, thinking presumably that they are silver. 3 

While coconuts play a secondary part as a store of value, they play a 
most important part both as a medium of exchange, standard of value 
and standard of deferred payments. They are practically the only 
medium of exchange on Car Nicobar, and to a less extent on other 
islands of the group. They are accepted by traders in payment for any- 
thing. 4 * For instance, imported rice, which is a most important food, is 
paid in coconuts m the local shops. 6 Indeed, traders prefer nuts to coins. 
The Government made an effort to introduce the Indian coinage, and 
to that end it was made illegal to refuse to give or to accept coins for 
goods on sale. In practice, however, coconuts remained the means of 
payment. For one thing, the traders are more inclined to trust their 
employees with coconut “petty cash” than with silver coins; in this 
instance, at any rate, difficult transportability is considered an advant- 
age. Moreover, in selling their goods for coconuts they are able to 
make a profit both ways, since they re-sell the coconuts to shippers 
at a profit. 0 Sometimes a transaction runs into thousands of coconuts. 
Natives trading amongst themselves also freely accept coconuts in pay- 
ment, even for valuable objects such as boats. Car Nicobar bought some 
twenty-five ships from Chowra Island every year for 100,000 coconuts. 7 
Wages are also paid largely in coconuts. Those engaged in husking the 
coconuts are paid one nut for each ten nuts husked. 8 

The use of coconuts as a medium of exchange is not without dis- 
advantages. If coconuts were an ordinary commodity they would be 
sold when they are ripe. As it is, the nuts are kept until their owners 
wish to use them in payment for goods and services. 

Although to some extent coins are used, they disappear quickly as 
they are either hoarded or are converted into ornaments. “The rupee 
is a foreign coin with which they are familiar and they will buy it with 
their own currency, the coconut.” 2 There exists a discrepancy between 

2 George Whitehead, In the Nicobar Isles (London, 1924), pp. 83-4. 

3 G. Boden Kloss, In the Andamans and Nicobars (London, 1903), p 81. According 
to W. Swoboda, Die Bewohner des Nicobaren Archipels , (Leipzig, 1903) Part n, p. 5,, 
silver is hoarded in the form of spoons, coins and ornaments. 

4 Mrs. Talbot Clifton, Pilgrims to the Isle of Penance (London, 1911), p. 177. 

B E, H. Mann, The Nicobar Islands and their People (London, 1933), p. 113. 

6 Whitehead, pp. 78-9. 

7 Papers relating to the Nicobar Islands (Selections from the records of the Govern- 
ment of India, No 77. Calcutta, 1870), p. 182. 

TCloss, p. 319. 

8 H. S. Montgomerie, The Nicobar Islands (Geographical Journal, January, 1922, 
Vol. lix, No. i), p. 42, Whitehead (p. 79), who spent some years on the island, only 
remembers one occasion to have seen rupees used on a large scale, and then they were 
buried in the coffin of the wife of a rich Nicobarese 
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the coconut value of coins of various denominations. According to 
official information, in 1901 the silver piece of two annas was valued at 
sixteen coconuts, while the silver piece of one rupee was valued at a 
hundred coconuts. 10 Since there are sixteen annas in a rupee, the cor- 
responding value for one rupee should be 128 coconuts, not 100. The 
explanation of the discrepancy, put forward by Temple, is that the little 
piece of silver is used for one sort of ornament and the big piece for 
another sort, and their value in coconuts to these people depends on 
their relative value as ornaments and not on their relative nominal 
monetary value. 11 

Most important of all is the role of coconuts as a standard of value. 
Trade between the natives is conducted largely on a basis of barter, but 
the value of each article is assessed in coconuts. This is done even on 
the occasion of large transactions such as the purchase of a canoe. A 
concrete instance is quoted m an official document showing that in 
1896, the people of Car Nicobar bought from Chowra a large racing 
canoe valued at 35,000; payment was made in various articles, the list 
of which included cloth, spoons, baskets, two-anna pieces, silver wire, 
silver rings, knives, forks, pigs, fowls, beads, fish-hooks, rupees, axes, 
etc. Each article was reckoned according to its coconut value and the 
total thus arrived at was exactly 35,000. 12 

Another officially quoted instance is that of the purchase of land 
valued at 10,000 nuts paid for by about fifty manufactured articles 
valued in the aggregate at 10,000 nuts. 13 The Census of India for 1901 
contains lists of trade articles valued in coconuts in 1896 and in 1857. 
Unfortunately, the items in the two lists are not strictly comparable. It 
would be interesting to see the change in the price level in terms of 
coconuts. 

The value of the coconuts in terms of rupees has undergone a spec- 
tacular appreciation during recent decades. Up to 1885, 500 coconuts 
were equal to one rupee. Later, the “parity” was 300. 14 In 1901 the rate 
quoted in the Census of India was 100 per rupee. When it was decided 
after the first world war to impose an export duty on all goods exported 
from the islands, the exchange rate was officially fixed at 200 nuts per 
rupee. 15 Subsequently the value of the rupee was reduced once more to 
100 nuts, and later to 64. 10 At that latter rate it was worth exactly one 
pie, the smallest Indian monetary unit. According to Montgomerie, 

10 Census of India, 1901, Vol. in. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Calcutta, 
1903), p.242. 

^Temple (1899), p. 104 

n Local Gazetteer , The Andaman and Nicobar Islands (Calcutta, 1908), p. 108. 

^Imperial Gazetteer , All India Piovlncial Series, Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
(Calcutta, 1909), p, 50. 

u Swoboda, p. 5. 

1E Mann, pp. 30-31. Coconut was thus given “a definite value as well as official 
recognition as a form of currency.” 

1 6 Whitehead, p. 78. 
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however, while in theory the rupee may have been equal to 64 nuts, in 
practice “it seems that 48 nuts are now more nearly equivalent to it.” 17 

Practically all debts on Car Nicobar are expressed m coconuts. When 
Whitehead first arrived to take charge as British Government Agent, he 
learned to his consternation that the natives were in debt to the traders 
to the tune of millions of nuts. Since that time there has been a Com- 
mission investigating the amount of indebtedness and cutting down very 
considerably the claims of the traders. It was also declared to be illegal 
to contract any new debt in coconuts, and that, since the rupee was legal 
tender, any debts contracted in coconuts could be repaid in rupees. 
Notwithstanding this, natives continued to contract and repay debts in 
coconuts. 18 

It seems that the coconut standard suits admirably the primitive 
requirements of the Nicobarese. “Because it acts as a sufficient currency, 
they have no use for money as Europeans understand it.” 1B The coconut 
currency is never liable to be inflated, for if there is no adequate demand 
for coconuts when they are ripe, then the natives just do not trouble to 
collect them. Nor is there any evidence that the increase in the value of 
coconuts from 500 to the rupee in 1885 to 48 to the rupee forty years 
later — an appreciation of 900 per cent — has in any way upset the primi- 
tive economy of Nicobar. They just think in terms of coconuts, and if the 
rupee costs less coconuts then so much the worse for the rupee. 

17 Montgomerie, p. 42. 

18 Mann, p. 101. 10 Whitehead, p. 9. 


CHAPTER 26 

GRAIN MEDIUM OF EXCHANGE IN INDIA 

India had primitive currencies which were in use for many centuries 
b.c. even in those parts of the sub-continent which had reached an 
advanced civilization. These are dealt with in the Historical Section. In 
this section we are only concerned with the primitive currencies which 
are still in existence, or were in existence until recently, in backward 
parts of India. Most important amongst them is grain, which was the 
principal medium of exchange in a large number of Indian agricultural 
districts. Almost all economic transactions in many villages were carried 
out without the use of money. 1 In many villages coins are even to-day 
only a store of value, not a medium of exchange. When they happen to 
be rich in money they hoard it in coins which serve as ornaments. Until 
recently the use of modern money in remote villages was rare, whether 
for effecting exchanges or remunerating services. Grain was the standard 

Ttadhakaraal Mukerjee, The Foundation of India Economics (London, 1916), p. 34. 

H 
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of value, and it was used by the villagers in their exchanges with each 
other. 2 Even now, grain is to some extent used as a medium of exchange 
in remote districts. 3 

Grain is also used even now as a standard of deferred payments. A 
large proportion of loans in backward rural areas is contracted m terms 
of grain. In particular sowing seed is often borrowed, as well as food to 
last till the next crop. The usual arrangement is that double the quantity 
borrowed shall be repaid at harvest time. 4 Considering that interest 
charged on loans in rupees in backward districts is between twenty-four 
and thirty-six per cent per annum, this rate is exorbitant, though it is 
necessary to allow for the fact that grain is cheaper at harvest than at 
seed time. In the Punjab and also in Bengal and other parts of India 
there are a number of so-called grain banks, a special type of small credit 
societies in which thrift dealings are transacted in grain. In the Punjab 
there were nineteen such banks in July, 1927, with a working capital of 
27,900 rupees. These gram banks are meant as a co-operative experi- 
ment for backward communities where most people hardly even see 
coins, much less use them. 5 

In districts where rice is the staple product it plays a part somewhat 
similar to that of grain in other districts. In Malabar agricultural wages 
are paid mainly in paddy. 0 Paddy seed is borrowed at an interest of 
sixty per cent. 7 

In Assam a wide variety of primitive currencies is claimed to be still 
in use. Each tribe has a different kind of currency. The Ao Nagas use 
brass discs of twelve inch diameter with a highly convex surface. These 
discs have been in use for some time, but the natives accept also modern 
imported discs. Formerly there were in use bars of iron between six and 
seven inches long, 8 

The Sema Nagas in the Vachumi country use small flat cakes of salt 
and also blades of worn out knife-like weapons, one of which was 
reckoned to be worth one cock or eight annas. Strings of broken shell 
beads alternating with pieces of bamboo are said to have also been 
currency in the Sema country. Strings of brass beads were also used. 
Most trade is done, however, by barter. 9 Animals are loaned, and their 
value is determined by the length of their horns and by the girth behind 
their shoulder. The debtor is required to pay interest by returning to his 
creditors animals with slightly longer horns and greater in girth. 10 

a G. B Jathai and S G. Beri, Indian Economics (Bombay, 1928), p. 154. 

a S. C. Roy, The Oraotis of Chota Nagput (Ranchi, 1915), p. 189. 

4 J. Fawcett, The Highlands of Central India (London, 1871), p. 153. 

*L, C. Jam, Indigenous Banking in India (London, 1929), p. 200. 

6 Gilbert Slater, Economic Studies , Vol. i. Some South Indian Villages (London, 
1918), p. 155. 

’Slater, p, 175. 

8 J. P. Mills, The Ao Nagas (London, 1926), p. 102. 

°J. H. Hutton, The Sema Nagas (London, 1921), pp. 58-9. 

10 Hutton, p. 162. 
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The currency of the Angami Nagas is conch shell and iron. Small iron 
hoes brought from Manipur are also currency. The iron currency is 
roughly key-shaped and it is possible that it was used originally as a 
spear. Its length is about eight inches and it has now no other use except 
as currency. It is called the chabih and one of these strange pieces of iron 
pays for one day’s labour. Large numbers can be seen m rich men’s 
houses. The Chang use flat metal gongs which were worth eight annas 
in the early ’twenties, but were formerly worth a great deal more. 11 

In Manipur among the Naga tribes fines were fixed in cows. Bride 
money was paid m buffaloes. Debts are frequently incurred; after one 
year the amount repayable is doubled. 12 The Meitheis of Manipur have 
a bell-metal coinage made of melted down gongs. Oiiginally coins bore 
no punch-marks, but recently they have been punch-marked. 13 Cowries 
were the original currency of the Meitheis in the late 19th century; they 
were worth four hundred to the anna. 14 

The currency of the Rengma Nagas was specially made large spear- 
heads which were never sharpened. Nowadays they are only used in 
marriage price. Some of the tribes have a fixed ratio between cattle and 
rice — fifty baskets of rice being equal to one cow. According to an old 
Angami table of barter, one male slave was worth one cow and three 
conch shells; one female slave three cows and three or five conch shells; 
one cow ten conch shells ; one pig two conch shells ; one goat two conch 
shells. Among the Eastern Rengmas, double-edged daggers of a 
special type and small iron digging hoes were also said to have been a 
currency. 15 

Vaiious authors have alleged that in Assam animal skulls are used as 
currency in inter-tribal trade. 10 The claim is too fantastic, however, to 
be accepted withqut adequate corroborative evidence. 

11 J. H. Hutton, The Angami Nagas (London, 1921), pp. 71-2. 

12 T. C. Hodson, The Naga Tribes of Manipur (London, 191 1), pp. 106-8, 

13 T. C. Hodson, The Meitheis (London, 1908), p. 37. 

14 Sir R. C. Temple, Indian Antiquary , Vol. xxvn, p. 169. Quoted by Hodson 
(1908), p. 38. 

16 J. P. Mills, The Rengma Nagas (London, 1937), p. 72. 

16 Andr6e, p. 240. 


CHAPTER 27 

REINDEER AND CATTLE STANDARD IN ASIATIC RUSSIA 

The entire economy of many tribes of Northern Siberia is based on the 
domesticated reindeer. It is no wonder, therefore, that reindeer should 
have served as their primitive currency. It is held in high esteem; the 
Tungus are most reluctant to part with their reindeer and they do not 
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kill it except when it breaks its leg or is otherwise incapacitated . 1 The 
Arctic reindeer-breeding tribes of Siberia reckon their fortunes in terms 
of reindeer; it is still their chief store of value, even if furs and sub- 
sequently roubles have become the medium of exchange . 2 Until recently 
in some communities it acted as the main medium of exchange for large 
transactions. It was also the standard of value among the Samoyedes . 3 
Loans were granted in reindeer among the Northern Tungus . 4 Bride 
money consisted largely of iemdeer among the Ostyak . 5 Taxes, too, were 
paid largely m the same form . 6 Ridgeway quotes a traveller writing that 
among the Samoyedes a certain contract was undertaken for five 
hundred reindeer, and that in the ’eighties the reindeer was for monetary 
purposes generally considered to be equal to five roubles . 7 

Skins and small furs also became a medium of exchange among 
the hunting tribes. They also formed part of the biide money and were 
used for payment of taxes . 8 The Tungus adopted them as a store of 
value after the penetration of Chinese and Russian traders . 0 The fee of 
Tungus courtesans was so many ermine skins . 10 Among the Ostyaks the 
squirrel skin was the recognized unit of value . 11 According to Regling , 12 
in some parts of Arctic Siberia, skins and furs had a fixed value in coins. 

From time to time certain trade goods assume such a degree of popu- 
larity among the natives that they become practically universal media 
of exchange in their community. In the olden days, it was alcohol that 
played such a part. More recently Russian tobacco leaf, pressed in one 
lb. packets, served as money among the Tchuktchee. Tea bricks, sugar, 
iron goods, tools and arms are also mentioned among the money- 
substitutes . 13 In the early ’thirties jam was introduced by the Soviet 
Trading Stations. The natives liked it and the trading agents were over- 
whelmed with urgent demands. “Jam is now almost a recognized cur- 
rency among the tribes .” 14 

In certain backward parts of Southern Siberia, tea bricks played the 
part of currency among races such as Bashkirs and Kalmuks , 16 and near 
the Mongolian border. 

*M. A. Czapliczka, My Siberian Yeats (London, 1916), p. 96. 

s Czapliczka, p. 136. 8 Ridgeway, p. 4. 

4 S. M. Shirokogoroff, Social Organization of the Northern Tungus (Shanghai, 
1929), p. 296. 

6 M. A. Czapliczka, Aboriginal Siberia — A Study in Social Anthropology (Oxford, 
1914), p« 127. 

^Czapliczka (1916), p, 66. 

7 V. A. L. Morier m Murray's Magazine , August, 1889, p. 18. Quoted by Ridge- 
way, p, 4. 

^Czapliczka (1916), p. 286. ^Shirokogoroff, p. 301, 

10 Czapliczka (1916), p. 136. lx Ridgeway, p. 4. 

ia Regling, p. 209. 

18 Oskar Iden-Zeller, Ethnogi aphische Beobachtungen bei den Tchucktschen . {ZeiU 
schrift fiir Ethnographie, 1911), Vol. xuxr, p. 843. 

14 L. Metters, Through the Kara Sea (London, 1932), p, 235. 

16 Franz Ilwof, Tauschhandel und Geldsurrogate in alter und neuerZeit (Graz, 1882), 
p. 55. 
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In pre-historic graves in Caucasia and Armenia, in certain regions of 
the Urals, and along the Volga, bronze rings were found which are 
believed to have served as money. The weight of the various sizes is 
claimed to conform to certain weight standards. 16 

Until recently, horses and sheep were the money of the Kirghiz. Wolf 
and lamb skins were used as small change. 17 Fines were fixed in horses, 18 
which were also the principal form of store of value. 10 According to 
Ratzel 20 a wealthy Kirghiz on the upper Irtysh lends his beasts at the 
usual interest of 100 per cent. For a long time, the Kirghiz distrusted 
modern money. They were afraid that they might be cheated* To be on 
the safe side they either flatly refused to sell for modern money or de- 
manded exaggerated prices. 21 

Cattle was, until comparatively recently, the chief currency of the 
Chefsurs m Caucasia. Fines for injuries and blood money were fixed in 
cows. After the adoption of Russian money, fixed ratios were established 
between the rouble and the cow, one cow being equal to five silver 
roubles. The Ossetes had a highly developed cattle currency. 22 They 
reckoned everything in cows or fractions of cows. Values were expressed 
as being ten times or a hundred times the value of a cow. An ox was 
worth two cows and a cow ten sheep. 28 A cow was reckoned to be equal 
to five roubles. The Tcherkess used oxen as their standard of value. 24 
An observation by Jenkinson may indicate that cattle was used in Buk- 
hara as a medium of exchange* 25 

The inhabitants of the Darwaz district are said to have used cakes 
made of dried mulberries as their unit of account and also to some extent 
as their medium of exchange. Mulberries constituted their staple food 
and it was almost their sole means of subsistence. They bought with this 
currency rough matting and sheeps’ skins, and even their taxes were 
paid with it. 20 Trade was, however, mainly by barter. There was little 
coined money in the country. 27 

16 J. de Morgan, Revue Archeologique , Vol. n, 1889, pp. 177-87 and 291. Quoted by 
Babelon, p. 82. 

17 v. Haxthausen, Studien , Vol. n, p. 371. Quoted by Roscher, p. 353. 

18 Regling, p. 208. 

19 H. J. Nieboer, Slavery as an Industrial System (The Hague, 1900), p. 269. 

20 Ratzel, p. 328. 

21 A. de Levchme, Descriptions des hordes ei des steppes des Khirgies-Kazaks (Paris, 
1840). 

22 Ridgeway, p. 4. 

23 Haxthausen, Transkaukasia, Vol. n, p. 30. Quoted by Babelon, p. 30. 

24 Roscher,p 353. 

25 Account of Independent Tartary . Pinkerton’s Voyages, Vol. rx (London, 1811), 
p. 33. 

short account of the Khanates of Bokhara and Khiva . Translated from the 
Russian by E. Beard. {Journal of the United Service Institution of India , 1893), Vol, 
xxn, p. 258. Quoted by Temple (1919), p. 35. 

® 7 H. Lansdell, Russian Central Asia (London, 1885), p. 54. 



CHAPTER 28 


CURRENCIES AT THE PERSIAN GULF 

One of the objects which is said to have served as currency in Ceylon 
during the Middle Ages was the tamarind seed. 1 Until comparatively 
recently, taxes in Ceylon were levied in grain or paddy and all rural 
wages were paid in these or other products. 2 

The Maldives Islands have been, since time immemorial, the prin- 
cipal finding place of cowries which until comparatively recently served 
as a most important currency in Southern Asia and in a large part of 
Africa. Vast quantities have been exported throughout the centuries. As 
cowries were the staple export of the Maldives, this alone qualified them 
to act as currency, since they had always been assured of an unlimited 
demand. To some extent, cowries were used as money also in their 
country of origin. According to Abu’l Hasan Ali, in a.d. 916 the Queen 
of the Maldives had no other money but cowries. 3 Edrisi, writing in the 
12th century, stated that the King preserved the shells in his Treasury 
and possessed the greater portion of them. 4 

In more recent centuries the principal currency of the Maldives was 
not, however, the cowrie shell, but a corrupted silver fish-hook called 
larin . It was issued by the King, and later it was duly stamped as the 
result of which it became a coin proper. For the requirements of trade 
for small change larins were cut into pieces, even though in doing so 
they lost one-twelfth of their value. 6 

The early forms of primitive currency in Persia are dealt with in the 
Historical Section. The nomadic races in Persia are said to have used in 
recent times sheep, grain, straw or wool as their currency. In some parts 
of Persia dates were the medium of exchange. The smallest token coin 
was made in the shape of date stones. 6 Shawls were said to have circu- 
lated in business transactions almost like money. “In every good house 
part of the liquid wealth is kept in the form of shawls.” 7 Sometimes 
these shawls were cut into pieces as small money. It was possible to sew 
them together again invisibly. Larins (corrupted silver fish-hooks) were 
used as a currency in Southern Persia. They derived their name from 
the city of Larr. 

In Arabia the camel was the unit of payment among the nomadic 
tribes. In a feud between two Meccan tribes the manslayer had the 

*H. W. Codrington, Ceylon— Coins and Currency (Colombo, 1924), p. 12. 

3 Sir John B. Phear, The Aryan Village in India— Ceylon (London, 1880), pp. 214 
et seq. 

B Albert Gray, The Voyage of Francois Pyrard de Laval (Hakluyt Society, London, 
1890), VoLn, p.429. 

4 Gray, p. 432. 6 Gray, pp 232-5. 

c Ritter, Erdkunde . Aden, Vol. vxxr, p. 386. Quoted by Roscher, p. 353. 

7 Polack, Persien , Vol, i, p. 153. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 29. 
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ernative of paying a hundred camels or bringing fifty of his kin to 
ce “oath of purgation .” 8 Camels were, and probably still are, the chief 
ndard of value among the nomadic tribes. Doughty repeatedly ex- 
jssed the value of horses and other objects in terms of camels . 6 The 
mal medium of exchange is the silver rial , and gold coins are also in 
5. Nevertheless, among pastoral tribes payment is often made in 
ats 10 or other animals. Bride money is always expressed in camels . 11 
L ere are in Nejd small bars of silvered brass, which bear bad Arabic 
icriptions. Ridgeway regards them as the last surviving descendants 
the old fish-hook money . 12 Coffee beans were used as small change 
til comparatively recently even in towns . 18 

? Robertson Smith, Kinship m Arabia , p. 53. Quoted by F. Seebohm, Tribal Custom 
Anglo-Saxon Law (London, 1911), p. 3. See also Ilwolf, p. 59. 

°C. M. Doughty, Wanderings in Arabia (An Abridgment of Travels in Arabia 
serta, London, 1926), pp. 64, 126, 151. 

°Doughty, p. 145. n Doughty, p. 150. 12 Ridgeway, pp. 29-30. 

3 Burckhardt, Reisen in Arabien , p. 587. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 180. 



PART III: AFRICA 

CHAPTER 29 

IRON CURRENCY IN THE ANGLO “EGYPTIAN SUDAN 

I N the backward parts of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan cattle is still 
the main store of value. The Dinka, Shilluk, Nuer and other tribes 
still consider possession of cattle the main object of their life. The 
Nuer judge wealth entirely by the number of cattle and sheep a man 
possesses. 1 They often grant loans in cattle and the creditor is entitled 
to receive back bigger or better beasts than those he lent. 2 Such is the 
reluctance of debtors to repay what they owe that creditors often have 
to steal the cows owed to them as the only possible way of collecting 
their claims. Sometimes they employ the services of the magician whose 
job is to cast a spell on the defaulting debtor, so that he may not guard 
his herds on the day for which the theft is planned.® They have, or had 
until recently, no other currency, indeed they have hardly any barter 
with other tribes, for the simple reason that all they are in a position to 
give in exchange is cattle, and they are not prepared to part with that 
easily. “A rich Dinka may own 500 to 1,000 heads of cattle, but seldom 
trades any of them, except a few odd cows, for the small necessities of 
an utterly savage life.” 4 

Nevertheless, to some extent cattle did, and still does, serve as a 
medium of exchange. 5 It was also used as a unit of account. A horse was 
valued at the time of El-Tounsy’s visit a hundred years ago at twenty 
heads of cattle. 0 Above all, cattle is the means with which to purchase 
wives. 7 

The principal medium of exchange in backward parts of the Anglo- 
Egyptian Sudan was, however, iron mainly in the shape of hoes. In the 
countries of the Upper Nile, iron is scarce and its value is equal to that 
of copper, 8 Riippel, a traveller writing about conditions in the years 
1824-5, remarks that in Obeid for small outlays they used small pieces 

1 Melville J. Herskovits, The Cattle Complex in East Africa (American Anthropo- 
logist. New Series, Vol. xxvni, 1926), p. 230. 

2 E. E, Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer — A description of the Mode of Livelihood and 
political institutions of a Nilotic People (Oxford, 1940), p. 91. 
s Evans-Pritchard, p. 165, 

4 C, W. Domville-Fife, Savage Life in the Black Sudan (London, 1927), p. 132. 

6 H. A, MacMichael, The Tribes of Northern and Central Kordofan (Cambridge, 
1912), p. 67. 

fl Mohammed Ebn-Omar El-Tounsy, Voyages au Darfour (Paris, 1845), p, 321. 
7 Domville~Fife, p. 791. 

8 A. Woermann, Vber Tauschhandel in Afnka (Mitteilungen der Geographischen 
Gessellschaft, Hamburg, 1880-81), p. 32. 

120 



IRON CURRENCY IN THE ANGLO-EGYPTIAN SUDAN 


121 


of iron about three inches in size and of the shape of an anchor. He 
states that these pieces were issued by the Government of Kordofan.® 
Presumably he was referring to the hoe-shaped pieces of iron to which 
reference is made also by El-Tounsy who says that they were used at 
Ras-el-Fyl for the purchase of goods of small value. 10 Another traveller 
in the first half of the 19th century, Hoskins, found in 1833 at Dongola 
rudely shaped pieces of iron which he was told were Darfur money, 11 
J. Pallme wrote in 1844 that there was a small coin of iron struck by the 
Sultan of Darfur in the form of an obtuse anchor; 150 of these pieces 
were formerly considered equal to one dollar; they subsequently de- 
preciated to 250, and their value at the time Pallme was writing was 800 
to the dollar. 12 The Mombattu on the Nile used shapeless lumps of iron, 
the size of a fist, or semi-circular rings. 13 Reference is made by Schwein- 
furth to the use of spades as currency along the course of the Upper 
Nile. 24 

It seems possible that ostrich egg beads (known as Bushman beads) 
which played an important part as currency in South Africa, were at 
one time used as a medium of exchange in the Sudan. In mounds in the 
central Kordofan district very large numbers of such beads have been 
found. 15 Conceivably, however, these beads were merely ornaments. 

In more recent times rings of gold and silver, such as had been used 
as money in Ancient Egypt, were employed in a similar capacity in 
Sennar and neighbouring countries. 10 Tin rings were one of the curren- 
cies at Fader, the place of residence of the Sultan, for the purchase of 
everyday requirements. 17 Tm plates were a standard of value at Darfur 
towards the close of the 19th century. 18 El-Tounsy gives us a detailed 
list of the various objects that he claims have served as currency in 
the various districts. At Fader, in addition to tin rings, cotton cloth 
also played the part of currency, four pieces being equal to a Spanish 
dollar. 

Slaves were used as a unit of account. The standard unit was a black 
slave of certain measurements. Houses were quoted as being worth three 
slaves. The value of a slave was thirty pieces of cotton or six oxen, or ten 
dollars. 15 

^Quoted by MacMichael, A History of the Arabs in the Sudan (Cambridge, 1922). 

10 E1-Tounsy, p. 320. 

H E. A, Wallis Budge, The Egyptian Sudan (London, 1907), p. 105 

12 J. Pallme, Travels in Kordofan (London, 1844), p. 303. Quoted by MacMichael, 
The Tribes of Northern and Cent} a! Kordofan t p. 67. MacMichael observes that the 
hoes were originally genuine articles for practical use, but aftei they had been 
adopted as currency, small sized specimens were specially issued for that purpose 
alone. 

“Woermann, p. 32. 

14 George Schweinfurth, The Heart of Africa (London, 1873), Vol, x, pp. 278-9. 

1G MacMichael (1922), p. 30 “MacMichael (1922), p. 30. 

17 El-Tounsey, p. 315. 

18 0. Lenz, Wanderungen in Afrtka (Vienna, 1895), p. 206. 

“El-Tounsy, pp. 315-6. 
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In Guely bars of salt were used for the purchase of cheap goods. They 
changed hands not by weight but by the number of bars and their 
length. 20 At Kouca very strong tobacco was the chief medium of ex- 
change. 21 At Ryl and elsewhere bundles of twenty cotton threads were 
the monetary unit for moderately-priced objects; for very cheap objects 
payment was made in raw cotton by approximate weight.- 2 In the 
Noumleh district, onions are said to have been the principal medium of 
exchange. 23 At Temourkeh, cylindrical-shaped copper was the cur- 
rency. 24 

Each district had a different local currency, and the object which was 
money in one place was considered an object of inferior value elsewhere. 
The Sultan did not seek to establish any degree of uniformity in the 
monetary system, 25 General Gordon stated in a letter to a relative, dated 
the 20th November, 1875, that the money m use in Moogie was the 
dhoora (millet). 20 He also states in a letter dated the 17th July, 1877, that 
the money of Darfur was cloth, certain pieces having certain values. 27 
According to Woermann, both Maria Theresa dollars and cowries were 
used in the Sudan mainly by Mohammedans. 28 

During recent decades the adoption of modern money made much 
progress in all but the most remote and backward areas. General Gor- 
don himself made an effort to popularize the use of coins. In one of his 
letters he gave an account of his attempt to initiate the black man into 
the mysteries of civilization by teaching him the use of money: *T have 
had great work with the native Chiefs in teaching them the use of money. 
Up to the present time the habit has been to give the Chief of tribe some 
beads or calico and he makes his men bring wood or do any work. Now 
I want to break through the feudal system of Chiefs; the only way to do 
tills is to let their subjects see that they can stand on their own feet. 
Before I began the system which I hope to establish, the Chief would 
keep the mass of the things given to him and give only a few to his sub- 
jects. I began by paying each man who worked some beads; next day I 
gave each man who worked half a piaste (one penny) in copper and 
offered to sell him beads to that amount. They soon saw it and would 
not buy. They said: 4 We will keep the money till we get more and can 
buy more expensive tilings.’ I have fixed certain prices for certain things 
and made out little lots of beads and wire to sell for certain prices. . . . 

20 E1-Tounsy, p. 318, 

21 El-Tounsy, p. 318. 22 El-Tounsy, pp. 318-9 

28 El-Tounsy, pp. 319-20. 24 El-Tonnsy, p. 320. 26 EI-Tounsy, p. 321. 

20 Colonel Gordon in Central Africa , 1874-79, from oiigmal letters and documents 
edited by G. B. Hill, 2nd Edn. (London, 1884), pp. 145-6. The use of dhoora as 
medium of exchange is leferred to also by Burckhard, quoted by MacMichael 
(1912), p. 67. 

27 Colonel Gordon, p. 249. According to G. Nachtigal, strips of loosely-woven 
cotton cloth were used as small change at Darfur (Saham-Sadan, Berlin, 1879,Vol. in), 
pp. 306-7. 

as Woermann, p. 33, 
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A Chief brought a tusk and wanted two bells for cows to wear around 
their necks in exchange, I said: ‘No, I will give you two dollars for the 
tusk.’ He said: ‘Yes’ — and so I gave him two dollars. ‘Now,’ I said, ‘I 
will give you two bells for a dollar each’ — which he agreed and bought 
them. This was a great step to make. He has brought some more tusks 
since for which I gave him money and he has bought from me copper 
wire.” 20 

39 Colonel Gordon, pp. 39-50. 


CHAPTER 30 


SALT MONEY OF ETHIOPIA 

At the time of the Italian invasion, the currency of Ethiopia consisted 
almost exclusively of Maria Theresa dollars and salt. The former cannot 
properly be classed among the primitive currencies since it is a silver 
coin changing hands by tale. It has always been a mystery why many 
millions of natives in East Africa have adopted and used that coin 
for a century and a half in preference to any other coin. According to 
one explanation, the Empress with her ample bust corresponds to 
African ideas of the perfect feminine beauty. However this may be, these 
coins have been readily taken in exchange for goods and services over 
wide areas of East Africa. Nevertheless, it is possible to argue that they 
are an advanced form of primitive money, and not money in the modern 
sense of the term. 1 

The use of salt as currency in Ethiopia has an even longer history than 
that of the Maria Theresa dollars. Reference was made to it by Alvarez, 
one of the early European explorers of Ethiopia covering the beginning 
of the 16th century, and Captain Alexander Hamilton who paid a visit 
to the country at the beginning of the 18th century. The lattei observed 
that “the current small money of Ethiopia is salt.”* It was first intro- 
duced into Ethiopia by the Amole tribe and a bar of salt serving as 
currency is known as amole to this day. 8 It is used mainly in the Amharic 
provinces, 4 but as small change it is popular throughout the Empire. In 
particularly backward regions it constitutes the only currency. Cheese- 
man found that in remote villages people refused Maria Theresa dollars 

X C, F. Rey, In the Country of the Blue Nile (London, 1927), “Maria Theresa 
Thaler is more a commodity of facile use than a medium of exchange,” p. 1 85, 

2 Captain Alexander Hamilton, A New Account of the East Indies (Pinkerton’s 
Travel Series, Vol. vra, London, 1811), p, 272. 

8 Sir E. A, Wallis Budge, A History of Ethiopia (London, 1928), Vol. I, p. 136, 

4 Ratzel,fp. 233. 
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and accepted salt only, observing: “We cannot eat dollars.” 5 * The bars 
used as currency are pieces of rock salt of the shape of a whetstone, ten 
to twelve inches long and one and a half inches thick. Their weight is 
just over a pound. 0 According to Rey, the bars m circulation are black 
with handling, but according to W. Cornwallis Harris 7 the colour of the 
rock salt is naturally black. 

It is not surprising that salt should be a favourite currency in Ethiopia, 
seeing that natives have an exceptionally strong liking for its taste. It is 
considered a great luxury. The Ethiopians say of a millionaire, “he 
eateth salt,” 8 9 Nevertheless, the monetary value of salt in Ethiopia is not 
based entirely on its non-monetary use as a favourite article of con- 
sumption. Only the black bars are accepted as a medium of exchange. 
White salt of much finer quality is only taken at its commodity value 
which is much lower. Moreover, in many districts only faultless bars 
are accepted as money. 

To some extent at any rate salt serves as a store of value. Slave traders 
invest their profit in amoles To a much larger extent the salt bars con- 
stitute the medium of exchange in most districts. A woman goes to the 
market with a bar, and when small purchases are made she breaks off a 
bit of salt and pays with it. 10 This habit of dividing salt bars existed 
already in Hamilton’s days. Ethiopians are so expert in dividing the pieces 
that “they err not above five per cent more or less in their calculation of 
weight.” 11 Although primarily used as small change, even valuable pro- 
perties such as slaves are purchased with it. According to Burton, at Harar 
at the time of his visit the price of a slave was a donkeyload of salt bars. 

Salt bars are also used extensively as a standard of value. The ratio 
between salt and Maria Theresa dollars is subject to fluctuations accord- 
ing to changes in the market price of silver. 12 At the time of Hamilton’s 
visit, 20 lbs. of salt currency was worth about a shilling. More recent 
authors quote widely different parities. Thus according to Cheeseman, 
the number of salt bars equal to one dollar was between three and five; 
according to Rey it was between five and six; according to Maydon 13 
it was eight; according to Budge it varied between ten and forty, while 
Sievers and Hahn state definitely that in Adowa forty-eight bars were 
equal to one dollar. 14 There may have been discrepancies in the size of 
the bars as there is no standard size for the whole country even at any 
given moment, and the size in use is liable to change over a period of 

5 R, E. Cheeseman, Lake Tafia and the Blue Nile (London, 1936), p. 184. 

‘’Budge, p, 136. 

7 W. Cornwallis Hairis, The Highlands of Ethiopia (London, 1844), Vol. I, p. 377. 

8 R. F. Burton, First Footsteps in East A frica or an Exploration of Harar (London, 
1856), p. 136. 

9 Harris, p. 377. 10 Cheeseman, pp. 184-5. 

^Hamilton, p. 272. 12 Cheeseman, p. 184. 

13 H. C. Maydon, Simen and its Heights and Abysses (London, 1925), pp. 236-7. 

W W, Sievers and F. Hahn, Africa , 2nd Edn, (Leipzig, 1901), p. 133, 
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time. Above all, the value of salt differs widely even at a given moment, 
according to the distance from the salt-producing district. 15 

Cartridges having a certain bore of rifle were, and possibly still are, 
extensively used as a kind of currency in various districts of Ethiopia. 
Travellers often came across Ethiopian warriors armed with spears 
only, but carrying nevertheless bagfuls of cartridges — a fact which indi- 
cates that their monetary use was not entirely based on their non- 
monetary use. They were so used not only in remote parts but even in the 
vicinity of Addis Ababa, and there the value was between three and four 
to the dollar. 10 Landor found that in some parts of Ethiopia he had 
great difficulty in buying anything as they would not accept money and 
only Gras cartridges were accepted in payment for their goods. His ser- 
vant bought a chicken and six eggs as well as some barley bread for one 
cartridge the value of which was about twopence. 17 

In the 16th century spade-shaped iron was used as currency. 18 For- 
merly in Abyssinia each district had its own imported bead money, 
circulating within the district only. 10 

Among the Borana, in Southern Ethiopia, cloth, white metal bracelets 
and cubes, beads, cowries and chewing tobacco are said to have served 
as a means of payment. These metal cubes served no non-monetary 
purposes. On the occasion of his journey, Dracopoli bought a sheep for 
250 cubes. 20 

Taxes and fines were fixed at one time in oxen and in cows. 21 Alvarez 
stated that tributes fixed in horses were dischargeable in cows. 22 

Gold by weight was the means of payment towards the beginning of 
the 16th century. The use of coined money was actually forbidden. 33 

The tribes inhabiting British and Italian Somaliland are largely 
pastoral races, and their favourite beast is the camel. It is only natural, 
therefore, that camels should be the principal store of value. Among 
the Somali a man’s wealth was entirely reckoned by the number of 
camels he possessed. Before the advent of the rupee, all debts, presents 
and compensations were paid in camels. 24 The blood money for a man 
killed was a hundred she-camels, but half this number was considered 

15 According to Kurchhoff, Die Geldverhaltmsse im Heutigen Afrika in Hirer Ent~ 
wickelung (Mitteilungen der Geogiaphischen Gesellschaft in Hamburg, 1907, Vol. 
xxn, p. 17), the following parities prevailed in various parts of Abyssinia between 
salt and the dollar:— Adowa, 40; Tatsher Diver, 15; Amas, 1243; Egibie, 1042; 
Galla, 4-5 bars to the dollar. 

10 Maydon, p. 25. 

17 A. H. Savage-Landor, Across Wildest Africa (London, 1907), pp. 59 and 148-9. 

18 Francisco Alvarez, Narrative of the Portuguese Embassy in Abyssinia (Hakluyt 
Society, London, 1881), p. 117. 

lfl Buickhardt, Reisen in Nubien, p. 409. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 63. 

20 I. N. Dracopoli, Through Jubaland to theLorian Swamps (London, 1914), pp. 234 
and 309. 

21 Babelon, p 21. 22 Alvarez, pp. 37, 54, 331. 

23 Alvarez, 60. 

24 R. E. Diake-Brockman, British Somaliland (London, 1912), p. 125. 
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enough for a woman. For the loss of an eye or permanent disablement 
of a limb, fifty camels had to be paid. If blood was drawn from the head, 
thirty camels were demanded, and even for a bruise the demand was for 
three or four camels . 25 

Camels, and to a lesser extent other livestock, were used for large 
purchases ; beads were used for trifling purchases; together with tobacco 
they served for small change . 20 

The standard of value at Berberah was formerly two cubits of blue 
cotton cloth called sauda . a7 This was made equal to four pice after the 
adoption of coins. 

Dates are also said to have been used as small change , 28 Millet was 
until recently a medium of exchange on the Somali coast. It was reckoned 
by the hollow of the hand . 28 

2G H. G. C, Swain, Seventeen Tups Though Somaliland (London, 1895), pp. 13-14. 

2C Burton, p. 86, 

27 Burton, p 419. See also Dtacopoli, p 308. 

28 Haggenmacher (PetermamTs Mitteilungen, Erganzungsheft x), p. 40. Quoted by 
Schurtz, p 136. 

2 9 Justus Sttandes, Die Pot tugiesenzeit von Deutsch-und EnghschOstafrika (Berlin, 
1899), p 332. 


CHAPTER 31 

LIVESTOCK STANDARD IN KENYA 

Goats and cattle were until comparatively recently the principal cur- 
rency of a large part of Kenya. The relative degree of their use varied 
according to district and tribe, but in general both were used, goats 
representing the “small change” and having a fixed ratio to cattle. 

It is amongst the Masai that the cattle cult has achieved the most 
advanced stage. This warlike pastoral race has practically no other store 
of value, and its primitive economy is based entirely on values expressed 
in cattle. Owing to the fact that cattle is, or was until recently, the sole 
currency of the Masai, they are grossly overstocked, far beyond econo- 
mic requirements. Quality is neglected, for old and diseased cattle are 
kept for the sake of possessing the largest possible number of this token 
of wealth. Before British control over the territories inhabited by them 
in Kenya and Tanganyika became effective, the difficulties of over- 
stocking were overcome through raids on agricultural communities 
whose population was destroyed or enslaved, and whose cultivated land 
was turned into pasturage. Now that this can no longer be done, over- 
stocking tends to cause soil erosion. Once the cattle has eaten off the 
land every blade of grass, the soil turns into dust under the scorching, 
tropical sun, and the wind blows it away, leaving nothing but bare rocks. 
This is a problem of first-rate gravity that preoccupies the Colonial 
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Administrations in Kenya and other countries of East and South Africa. 
Deficiency of water supplies is also aggravated by overstocking. 

The remedy lies in inducing the natives to abandon the monetary use 
of cattle and other livestock, or, to quote Lord Hailey’s African Survey , 
“so to change the attitude of the native towards his domestic animals 
that they become not tokens of wealth or a form of currency but a 
source of income.” 1 In the report of the Kenya Agricultural Commission 
Sir Daniel Hall suggested the issue of coins bearing the image of cows 
or goats, or to provide special tokens shaped like livestock and conver- 
tible into modern money, to bridge the psychological gap between the 
use of animal and mineral tokens of exchange. 2 

Nothing could be more characteristic of the attitude of natives to- 
wards cattle-currency than the following story related by Negley Far- 
son: “The agricultural expert of Nakuru . . . had been down arguing 
with some of the Wakambas about not keeping their old and diseased 
cattle. Then one of the old Wakamba said to him: ‘Listen, Master — 
here are two pound notes. One is old and wrinkled and ready to tear — 
this one is a new one. But they are both worth a pound, aren’t they? 
Well, it’s the same with cows. They are both a cow’.” 3 

To anyone realizing the profound religious and social foundations of 
the cattle currency in Africa, and the low standard of education of the 
natives concerned, Julian Huxley’s suggestion that the tribes might be 
sufficiently impressed by a report of a committee consisting of, say, Mr. 
McKenna, Lord Keynes and Professor Pigou, to give ear to their 
recommendations, 4 must sound touchingly naive. As if these names, 
distinguished as they are, could possibly have conveyed anything to the 
illiterate Masai or other tribesmen. A more realistic suggestion which has 
been considered is a progressive stock tax rising with the animals’ age/ 

The part played by goats in the Gikuyu country is ably described in a 
book by Jorno Kenyatta, a native of that country. Kenyatta was trained 
at the London School of Economics under Malinowski who contributed 
an introduction to his book. We have it on his evidence that before the 
introduction of the European monetary system, sheep and goats were 
regarded by the Gikuyu as the standard currency. The price of almost 
everything was determined in terms of sheep and goats. This system 
still operated on the eve of the war of 1939 among the majority of the 
Gikuyu people who have not yet grasped the idea of a modern monetary 
system. 5 6 


T-ord Hailey, African Survey (London, 193S), pp. 1068-9. Its chapters dealing 
with this matter were contributed by Mr. A. E. G. Robinson. 

2 Report of the Kenya Agricultural Commission , 1929, p 31. Quoted by Hailey, 
p. 1069. 

8 NegIey Farson, Behind God's Back (London, 1940), p. 264. 

4 Juhan Huxley, Africa View (London, 1931), p. 83. 


5 Hailey, p. 1111. 

Homo Kenyatta, Facing Mount Kenya — The 
1938), p. 66. 
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Goats and sheep play there the part of a store of value. Natives feel 
that modern money is not a good investment for one shilling does not 
bear another shilling, whereas a sheep or goat does bear another sheep 
or goat. 7 These are still required for bride money, and are used for 
religious sacrifices, which itself secures for them a steady demand. The 
parents of the bride do not accept modern money, for to them the 
coins have very little meaning and have no religious or sentimental 
associations. The value of goat currency depreciated between the two 
wars, and while formerly bride money m the case of a chief’s daughter 
was about seventy goats, by 1935 it had risen to ninety. 8 

The reason why modern money was slow to make headway among the 
Gikuyu is said to lie in its small size. Since times immemorial the Gikuyu 
have been accustomed to barter goods of approximately equal size or 
weight against each other. They cannot easily accommodate themselves 
to giving bulky goods and receiving m exchange tiny coins. 0 

The Kipsings transact most of their trade with the aid of cattle. They 
are a pastoral people who employ the same word for going to work as 
for going to war, for the object in both cases is to obtain cattle. Cattle 
is the only medium through which large transactions can be carried 
out. 10 It is the sole form of investment. It is the only acceptable form of 
bride-wealth, and of blood money. 11 

The Turkana use the cow as their standard of value. 12 The Elgeyo are 
in the habit of converting into cattle at the earliest opportunity all their 
money earnings beyond the amount required for imported food or for 
taxes. They lend their cows to poorer members of their community. 13 

Various beads, cotton cloth and brass and copper wire played in the 
past a more or less important part as the white man’s currency for the 
purchase of native products. 14 Iron currency was used in Northern dis- 
tricts. 16 There was supposed to be, however, one currency in respect of 
which Kenya was original — a kind of red brick dust which is said to 
have been readily accepted in exchange in the vicinity of the Tana River. 18 

Where at the beginning of this century it would have been impossible 

’Kenyatta, p. 66. 

8 Richard C. Thurnwald, Black and White in East Africa (London, 1935), p. 109. 

°C. Cagnolo, The Akikuyu (Nyen, Kenya, 1933), pp. 42-3. 

10 Diedrich Westermann, Africa To-day and To-morrow (London, 1939), p. 67. 

11 J. G. Peristany, The Social Institutions of the Kipsings (London, 1939), p. 149. 

ls Melville J, Heiskovits, The Cattle Complex in East Africa (American Anthropo- 
logist, New Series, 1926), Vol. xxvm, p. 352. 

13 J. A, Massam, The Cliff Dwellers of Kenya (London, 1927), pp. 126-7. See also 
J. G. Peristany, pp. 149-50. 

14 W. S, and K. Routledge, With a Pi ehi stone People — The Akikuyu of East Africa 
(London, 1910), p. 106. In 1903 beads were the sole medium m winch payment was 
accepted. 

16 H. Stigand, To Abyssinia through an Unknown Land (London, 1910), p. 297. 

10 W. W. A. Fitzgerald, Travels in the Coast lands of British East Afiica and the 
Islands of Zanzibar and Pemba (London, 1898), p. 337. Unfoitunately the author 
does not give any particulars about this strange currency, nor has it been possible to 
corioborate his statement from any independent source. 
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to buy provisions with modern currency, to-day refusal of coins is con- 
sidered exceptional . 17 This in spite of the fact that early experience with 
coins was not very fortunate. The Government considered it necessary 
to change the coinage after the population had grown used to the rupee 
system, as the distrust of the natives towards the new nickel cents was 
considerably increased when many of the buried coins had disintegrated 
into a grey metallic powder . 18 

17 W. S. and K. Routledge, p 116. 

18 W. MacGregor Ross, Kenya ft om Within (London, 1927), p. 200. 


CHAPTER 32 

BEAD MONEY OF TANGANYIKA 

The principal standard of value in Tanganyika was cattle or other live- 
stock. Saving assumed the form of accumulating cattle in olden times; 
in fact cows were considered the capital which should be preserved and 
it was only their milk and blood that was used up . 1 Nevertheless Thurn- 
wald notes a certain degree of weakening of the “cattle complex.” He 
quotes a native boy representing the attitude of the new generation as 
having said: “What is the use of being rich in cows, sheep and goats if 
the man goes in cow skins?” Evidently there is a growing desire for 
European luxuries and refinements of life which cannot be satisfied if 
saving assumes the form of accumulating livestock for its own sake. 

Livestock was extensively used as a medium of exchange. In the Irangi 
district, goats, sheep and donkeys were until recently the principal form 
of currency . 2 Livestock played also the part of a standard of value. 
When the missionaries arrived in Usambra in the ’nineties of the last 
century, the “symbols of value” were cattle, sheep and goats and smaller 
values were represented by fowls . 3 In Majita the old currency consisted 
of cows and goats. Twenty-five goats were estimated to equal one cow 
or ox ; one goat was equal to one hoe . 4 The ratio between oxen and goats 
varied according to district, but was stable over long periods of years 
within the same region . 5 Amongst themselves the Masai were until 
recently still trading only in livestock. They pay five goats for an ass. An 
iron spear costs two goats, a big cattle bell or a small axe is bought for 
one goat . 8 “The Hehe value their cattle chiefly as currency. . . . Cattle 
are used to make large transfers of property .” 7 

Hhumwald (1935), p. 136. 

2 Franz Stuhlmann, MU Emin Pasha ins Herz von Afnka (Berlin, 1 894), p. 804 

3 Thumwald, p 108. 4 Thumwald, p. 109, fi Thumwald, p, 110. 

6 Max Weiss, Die Volkerstamme in Nor den Deutsch-Ostafi ikas (Numberg, 1910), 
pp. 381-2. 

7 G, Goidon Brown and A. McD. Bruce Hutt, Anthropology in Action — An 
Experiment in the Iringa District (London, 1935), pp. 144-5, 
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With the advent of European and Arab traders, various other kinds 
of primitive currencies came to be adopted. Beads served as small 
change. They became the principal currency in the market of Ujiji at 
the time of Cameron’s voyage. According to him, everything was priced 
in beads called soft, sometkingin appearance like small pieces of broken 
pipe stem. “At the commencement of the market, men with wallets full 
of these beads deal them out in exchange for others with people desirous 
of making purchases; and when the mart is closed, they receive them 
again from the market people, making a profit on both transactions 
after the manner usual amongst money changers. 1 ’ 8 * Another description 
of the beads current in the Ujiji market states : “Here for the first time, 
we find a regular currency or money in use by the natives ; it consists of 
strings of blue and white cylindrical beads, each string containing twenty 
beads. Bunches of ten strings are called ft undo . From nine to eleven 
fundos are given in exchange for four yards of thin Manchester calico 
and from twelve to fifteen fundos for four yards of good heavy American 
calico, the value varying daily according to the quantity of cloth in the 
market.” 0 

Beads were not nearly as stable a standard as livestock. Whenever 
Europeans imported too many of a kind they depreciated, and the value 
of a type which was still scarce rose. 10 Of beads there were towards the 
middle of the 19th century about four hundred varieties, some of which 
had even three or four different names. 11 * When several types of beads 
were in circulation, the cheaper varieties were accepted in payment for 
grain and vegetables, but would not purchase fowls, milk and eggs. 18 
The attitude of natives towards various types of beads (as indeed to- 
wards many other kinds of primitive currencies) was entirely incalcul- 
able. According to Burton, “in 1858 the Wajiji rejected with contempt 
the black porcelains. At first they would not receive the white porce- 
lains ; and afterwards, when the Expedition had exchanged, at a con- 
siderable loss, their large stock for small blues, they demanded the 
former.” 18 

Cowries, too, became popular as a medium of exchange and a stan- 
dard of value. The following prices are quoted by Stuhlmann as having 
prevailed in Bukoba in May, 1892: a chicken, fifty cowries; a large 
bunch of bananas, thirty to fifty cowries ; a large basket of flour, fifty 
cowries ; an egg, three to five cowries ; a pot of banana wine, fifty cow- 
ries; two balls of soap, a hundred cowries. 14 * 

8 Vemey Lovett Cameron, Across Africa (London, 1885), p. 183. 

fl Edward C. Hore, On the Twelve Tribes of Tanganyika. (Journal of the Anthropo- 

logical Institute , Vol. xn, London, 1883), p. 9. 

1D H. Graf von Schwemitz, D eutschos tafrika im Krteg und Frieden (Berlin, 1894), 

p. 91. 

“Richard F. Burton, The Lake Regions of Central Africa (London, I860), Vol. r, 

p. 146. 

“Burton, p. 398. 13 Burton, pp. 73-5. “Stuhlmann, p. 706. 
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Cloth was used extensively as a currency in most parts of Tanganyika. 
At the time of Stanley’s visit to Ujiji, it was used simultaneously with 
beads. In 1876 a goat was worth two pieces of sheeting cloth four yards 
long, a sheep one and a half pieces, a bullock ten pieces, a slave-boy 
sixteen pieces, a slave-girl fifty to eighty pieces if under thirteen, eighty 
to two hundred pieces between thirteen and eighteen. 15 Speke quotes 
prices prevailing in Usagaru m yards of American sheeting. 10 

The use of brass wire as a currency caused considerable inconvenience 
to the Post and Telegraph Department of Tanganyika. The removal of 
hundreds of yards of wire by the Watusi led to frequent interruptions of 
the telegraph service. 17 But, then, if coins or notes were left unattended 
in remote parts of any modern country, many civilized people would 
find it difficult to resist the temptation. 

Barter continued to prevail to a large degree. There were credit tran- 
sactions in goods. Dempwolf quotes an instance of millet having been 
delivered to the blacksmith after harvest. 18 This appears to indicate that 
between harvests blacksmiths work on a credit basis and are paid out of 
the proceeds of the new crop. Millet was extensively used throughout 
East Africa as a money for small payments. 10 

During recent years modern money has gradually replaced primitive 
currencies in Tanganyika. Nevertheless, the attitude of the natives 
towards modern money has remained largely primitive. A Majita 
woman thinks it shameful to buy food with modern money. She would 
prefer to starve. Modern money in her mind is for buying beads, cloths, 
ornaments and luxury. 20 Natives frequently quote exorbitant prices in 
modern money; being at a loss what prices to quote, they prefer to err 
on the safe side. 31 They are perturbed by the fluctuation of prices under 
the new standard. 

To a large degree modern money, as also some kinds of primitive 
money, is used in Tanganyika only as common denominator to facilitate 
barter transactions. This is partly because there is not enough coined 
money in circulation within the tribe to finance all the necessary tran- 
sactions. 22 

Notwithstanding all difficulties modern money has been gaining 
ground slowly but surely. Even bride money is often paid or reckoned 
nowadays in modern money. 

Among the former German East African colonial territories Urundi 

16 Henry M. Stanley, Through the Dark Continent (London, 1878), Vol. i, pp. 4-5. 

10 J. H. Speke, The Discovery of the Source of the Nile (Everyman Edn., London, 
1906), p. 52. 

17 G. Alexander, Tanganyika Memories (London, 1936), p. 70. 

18 Otto Dempwolf, The Sandawe (Hamburg, 1916), p 105. 

10 Strandes, p. 322. 20 Thumwald, (1935), p. 110. 

21 A native asked 10 cents for one onion in Usambia. Hans Meyer, Der Kilimand- 
Jaro (Berlin, 1900), p. 262. Objects formerly obtainable for bead strings worth 10 
Pfennige (1 d.) came to be quoted at a rupiah. 

2a Gordon Brown and Hutt, p. 157. 
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is probably among the least advanced economically. While in the neigh- 
bouring district of Ruanda money traffic has developed, in inner Urundi 
trade is, or was until recently, confined mainly to the exchange of land 
products by the natives amongst themselves * 23 During German colonial 
rule coins did not penetrate into the interior and were only reluctantly 
accepted near the few trading stations and main lines of communi- 
cations. The main store of value was cattle. Such was the attachment of 
the natives to their cattle, that during the famine of the early ’thirties, 
Ruanda-Urundi people died in large numbers rather than slaughter 
their animals. 

Beads were a favourite medium of exchange, and the German Govern- 
ment’s efforts to introduce German colomal currency or even rupees 
failed to produce any results. The most widely used bead money con- 
sisted of strings of pink beads. There were also more valuable violet 
beads but the natives rejected yellow, green and black beads. The value 
of beads was subject to fluctuation according to their supply and de- 
mand. Under German rule a string of pink beads paid for a bunch of 
twenty bananas or a double handful of flour or a handful of salt. An 
iron hoe was worth six strings; a goat, ten strings . 24 

Among the Wahima, cotton cloth was the most current means of 
payment. Smaller purchases of vegetables were paid in beads . 25 

23 Hans Meyer, Die Baiundi — Bine volkerkundliche Studie aus Deutschostafrika 
(Leipzig, 1916), p. 74. 

24 Meyer, p. 77. 26 Weiss, p. 56. 


CHAPTER 33 

COWRIES AS CURRENCY IN UGANDA 

Cattle and to a smaller degree goats constituted until recently, and to 
some extent still constitute, an important form of currency in Uganda. 
Cattle is the main store of value of the natives. They will frequently face 
starvation rather than kill their cattle because they wish to leave un- 
touched what they regard as the family cattle . 1 

The question as to what extent livestock serves as a medium of 
exchange is not easy to answer. It is the tribal custom of the Ankole that, 
while cows may change masters within the tribe from one cowman to 
another, they cannot pass to a man of another tribe . 2 Among the Lango 
tribe livestock is freely convertible into gram . 3 While it is a widespread 
rule not to sell livestock outside the tribe if it can possibly be avoided, it 

1 H. P. Thomas and Robert Scott, Uganda (London, 1935), p. 196. 

*John Roscoe, The Soul of Central Afrika (London, 1922), p. 61. 

®J. H. Driberg, The Lango — a Nilotic Tribe of Uganda (London, 1923), p. 93. ITe 
observes (p. 94) that a transaction involving a cow or a bull is not complete until the 
party acquiring it has paid a spear for its tail, which had to be bought separately. 
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seems to be used as a medium of exchange within the tribe. Slaves are 
bought for cows or bulls . 4 5 The Baganda people buy with cattle and 
goats . 6 There is usually a fixed exchange rate between cattle and goats. 
The latter circulate more freely than the former and are used for buying 
weapons or salt . 6 

While the extent to which livestock served as a medium of exchange 
may be open to argument, there can be no doubt that it served to a 
large extent as a standard of value. Ivory and slaves were often valued 
in cattle . 7 Prices were based on the value of the cow . 8 * Livestock served 
also as a standard of deferred payments, and especially as a means of 
deferred payments . 0 The chief frequently sent goats to his subjects to be 
kept for him, and he received every third kid that is born in lieu of 
interest . 10 Livestock is extensively used for special payments. Bride 
money usually includes cattle or goats . 11 Fines are often fixed in terms 
of goats . 12 

During the period that preceded the penetration of Arab traders, 
ivory discs were a favourite medium of exchange. They were produced 
by the king's men and, while other people were not prohibited from 
producing them, it was not easy for them to procure ivory since they 
were forbidden to kill elephants or to have ivory in their possession 
without special permission from the king. Moreover, only a limited 
number of men had the expert knowledge required for producing the 
discs . 13 

Before the introduction of cowrie shells a blue bead was used as a 
means of payment. It was very badly finished, but was considered none 
the less to be highly valuable. It was equated to one ivory disc or a 
hundred cowrie shells . 14 When cowries first made their appearance, they, 
too, were very valuable. It was possible to buy not only cloth and food 
but even boats and slaves with cowries . 15 Two cowrie shells would pur- 
chase a woman . 16 Subsequently large quantities found their way into 


4 John Roscoe, The Banyankole (Cambridge, 1923), p. 78. 

5 Weiss, p. 142. 

6 Roscoe (1922), pp. 61-2. Keynes quotes a District Commissioner in Uganda 
as having remarked that it was part of his official duties to decide, in cases of disputes, 
whether a given goat is or is not too old or too sciaggy to constitute a standard goat 
for the purpose of discharging debt. {A Treatise on Money , i, p. 13.) 

7 Roscoe, The Baganda (London, 1911), p. 456. 

8 Roscoe (1922), p. 61. 

8 John Roscoe, The Bagesu and other Tribes of the Uganda Protectorate (Cam- 
bridge, 1924), p. 18. 

10 Roscoe (1911), p. 422. 

ir Driberg, p. 157. Roscoe (1924), pp. 18, 88, 134. Rats are also claimed to have 
been a means of payment, five of them buying a bunch of plantain and three a 
basket of about 20 lbs. of grain (Roscoe, 1911, p. 422). 

ia Roscoe (1911), p. 422. 

13 Roscoe (1911), pp. 269, 412-3, 457. Speke (p. 422) also refers to the use of ivory 
as money. 

14 Roscoe (1911), p. 457. 1E Stuhlmann, p. 182, 

lfl Roscoe (1911), p.457. 
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the country. They became the principal medium of exchange and were 
also extensively used as a standard of value. 17 In 1911 the value of a cow 
was 2,500 cowries, that of a goat was equal to 500 cowries; a fowl was 
sold for 25 cowrie shells and a cock for 50; an ivory tusk weighing 62 
lbs. sold for 1,000 cowrie shells. 18 In some parts of Uganda cowries had 
an artificially high value. The Sultans ensured that they should not 
depreciate through an excessive increase of their quantity. They with- 
drew into their Treasuries any surplus supplies. 10 

With the penetration of European civilization through the construc- 
tion of the Uganda railway, coins gradually took the place of cowries. 
As a result, cowries depreciated. In 1896, cowries were exchanged for 
about 200 to the rupee, but by 1901 the exchange rate rose to 800. After 
31st March, 1901, cowries ceased to be acceptable in payment of taxes. 
At the same time the Government placed an embargo on the import of 
cowries, having received information that large amounts were being 
imported from German East Africa. The Government’s own stock was 
eventually burned for lime. It was estimated that in 1902 after the des- 
truction of the Government’s stock there were still some three hundred 
million shells in circulation in Uganda. For a long time thereafter cow- 
ries remained a medium of exchange in trade between natives for petty 
transactions. 20 

Among some tribes native beer is claimed to have been a form of 
limited currency. The Lango paid wages largely in the form of beer. One 
pot of beer was the fee for the consecration of a goat or for the manu- 
facture of a shield. The usual fee payable to the barber was one pot of 
beer and one chicken. 21 Since, however, the recipients usually consumed 
their wages the arrangement only amounted to payment in kind. 

Cotton cloth was for a long time a favoured means of payment. Gun- 
powder, too, played the part of a medium of exchange. 22 In the last 
years of the 19th century iron and brass as well as cloth and beads still 
continued to serve as media of exchange. 23 

The Makaraka, in the Lado Enclave, make special spearheads which 
are used as a medium of exchange and which are always included in the 
bride money. 24 The Kuku use arrows as a limited currency. Among the 
Madi a man is allowed to pass a night with an unmarried girl if he 
makes her a present of five arrows. 25 As women have no use for arrows, 
the fact that payment is made in that form seems to indicate that arrows 
can be used fairly freely for purchases. Speke’s expedition carried six 

17 According to L. P. Mair, An African People ui the Twentieth Century (London, 
1934), p, 145, the Baganda even now express values in terms of co wiles. 

18 Roscoe (1911), p.456. 

10 Deutsche Geog) ciphische Bltitter (Bremen, 1897), p, 22. Quoted by Kurchhoff, p. 9. 

20 Thomas and Scott, p. 231. 21 Dnberg, pp. 58, 60, 82. 

22 Stuhlmann, p. 182. s3 Thomas and Scott, p. 231. 

24 C H. Stigland, Equatoria — The Lado Enclave (London, 1923), pp. 62-3. 

35 Stigland, p. 154. 
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hundred majembe (iron spades), “two of which were expended daily for 
their board and lodging on the way.” 20 

20 Speke, p. 401. 


CHAPTER 34 

OTHER EAST AFRICAN CURRENCIES 

Until comparatively recently the currency of Madagascar consisted of 
pieces of cut silver coins changing hands by weight. The standard coin 
was the Spanish dollar which was also a medium of exchange in an 
uncut form, especially in the ports. A very large proportion of the 
dollars that found their way to Madagascar were, however, cut into 
pieces by “money brokers.” W. Ellis, describing a market scene at 
Tamatave remarked: “The money changers were busy cutting up dol- 
lars, half and quarter dollars and smaller pieces, cut silver valued by 
weight being the universal currency.” 1 Other foreign silver coins, especi- 
ally French five franc pieces, were also chopped up likewise to serve for 
the payment of small sums. The use of weights and scales is strictly 
regulated by law. 2 Originally, the money changers charged a small fee 
for cutting up the coins; subsequently, however, cut coins went to a 
discount compared with whole dollars. Occasionally this discount 
amounted to something like one-sixth or more of the weight of dollars. 
An official limit of one-sixteenth was fixed, however, for the premium 
on whole dollars. 8 

The units of account consisted of certain fractions of the dollar, each 
one of which had a special name. The smallest fraction was equal to 
1 /72nd of the Spanish dollar ; it was also equal to ten grains of rice which 
was used for even smaller payments. 4 

Cattle are the store of value in Madagascar, All modern money is 
invested in cattle and the greatest ambition of a poor man is to acquire 
at least two or three beasts. Bride money is paid in oxen. 5 The fine for 
theft was fixed at fifteen oxen. 8 

The islands Nossi-b6 and Mayotte near Madagascar adopted the 
same currency system. Coins accepted in payment were cut into pieces 

X W. Ellis, Three Visits to Madagascar (London, 1859), p, 125. 

a G. W. Parkei, On the New Code of Law for the Hova Kingdom of Madagascar 
(, Journal of the Anthropological Institute , Vol. xu, London, 1883), p. 314. According 
to Frank Vincent, Actual Africa (London, 1895), the money current in Tamatave is 
French coin, but for the journey to Antananarivo “cut money” is employed “and, 
in fact, only this sort is current in the capital and generally m the interior of the 
island,” p. 223. 

3 S. P Oliver, Madagascai (London, 1886), Vol n, p. 207, 

^Oliver, pp. 205-6, 6 Friedrich Ratzel, p. 46L 6 Ilwof, p. 68. 
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and weighed. Everybody carried scales for the purpose . 7 On Anjouan 
the French five franc coins and the Portuguese piastres were cut into ten 
pieces and were passed on by weight . 8 

In Mozambique unbleached calico was the favourite medium of ex- 
change. In interior districts beads, bracelets of lead and copper, cowries, 
copper and brass wire and blue cloth was used as currency . 9 In Sofala 
millet was used for the purchase of objects of small value . 10 In the hinter- 
land of Delagoa Bay cattle, rifles, bullets and powder were media of 
exchange . 11 Between the Limpopo and the Zambesi brass discs served 
as currency . 12 

The Wabena have always differentiated between articles regarded as 
currency and those regarded as commodities pure and simple. Right 
up to the second World War cattle, goats, cloth and hoes were cur- 
rencies, accepted for the settlement of debt, and so were formerly, rifles 
which have subsequently become too rare and precious to be exchanged 
at all. On the other hand, food, chickens, ducks or dogs were not neces- 
sarily accepted by creditors in payment of their claim. Ceremonial pay- 
ments, too, could only be made in objects which were, so to say, legal 
tender. 1 ® 

The cattle standard in Portuguese East Africa gave way to the hoe 
standard, but the latter has also gone out of fashion since the intro- 
duction of modern money and of cheap imported hoes. At one time the 
value of hoes was very high; some of the old hoes were seldom, if ever, 
used for agricultural work but served almost entirely as currency . 14 

Zanzibar deserves attention not so much on account of its own primi- 
tive currencies as in its capacity as a purveyor of primitive currencies 
for the African mainland. A very large proportion of the cowries in 
circulation in Africa originates in Zanzibar. Originally most shipments 
came from the Maldives, but subsequently it was found more convenient 
to import cowries from closer quarters. The blue Zanzibar cowries are 
larger than the white Maidive cowries and the latter are considerably 
more valuable, partly because of the higher cost of transport to Africa, 
and partly because, once in Africa, they can be transported more easily 
and cheaply owing to their smaller weight. 

The markets of Zanzibar supplied explorers, travellers and traders 
also with wire, cloth and bead currencies required on the African main- 
land. Credit transactions were frequent in terms of such primitive cur- 
rencies — especially in cloth— which were taken by traders to the East 

7 S. R. Steinmetz, Rechtsverhaltnisse von Eingeborenen Volkern in Afrika und Ocea- 
nian (Berlin, 1903), p. 395. 

8 Alfred Voeltzkow, Reise in Ostafnka (Stuttgart, 1914), Vol. I., p. 226. See also 

Baron Carl Claas von der Decken, Reise n in Ostafnka (Leipzig, 1869), Vol. r, p. 330. 

s Noback, p. 623, 10 Fenand, p 67. u Kfirchhoff, p. 28. 

12 Ilwof, p, 68. 

1S A. T. and G. M. Culwick, Ubenaof the Rivers (London, 1935), p, 290, 

14 Culwick, pp. 294-5. 
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African coast or the interior to exchange for local products. Interest 
charged on such credits was exorbitant even for conditions prevailing 
in Africa. 16 

Until the middle of the 19th century, millet played the part of small 
change owing to the shortage of token money. Broken sums were paid 
in it, a certain measure constituting the equivalent of a dollar. 10 In 1845, 
the British authorities introduced large quantities of pice from India 
to relieve the shortage of small change. Nevertheless, even to this day 
change for small amounts is often given in millet in country shops. 17 
Another currency which in the past is said to have played some part in 
Zanzibar was cotton cloth called doti , the unit being a piece twelve feet 
(eight cubits) long. 18 Before that beads were a medium of exchange. 

15 R. F. Burton, Zanzibar (London, 1872), p. 407. 

16 Burton, p. 405. See also W. H. Ingrams — Zanzibar , Its History and Its People 
(London, 1931), p. 329. 

17 Ingrams, p. 329. 18 Burton, p. 405. 


CHAPTER 35 

CALICO CURRENCY IN RHODESIA 

Cattle, in addition to being a store of value, are also used at times as a 
medium of exchange for large transactions. The purchase price of land is 
occasionally paid in this form. 1 

On the Great Plateau, calico is the main medium of exchange. For 
most purposes, it takes the place of “hard cash.” Men draw their rations 
in calico, marriage dowries are often paid m calico. “In brief, calico 
is to the Plateau what cowrie shells are to the South Sea Islanders, and 
were it not that Lotusland expresses more or less aptly the mental 
attitude of both white and black, one would be tempted to christen the 
Plateau calico country.” 2 * * 

In other parts salt served and possibly still serves as currency. In the 
Basanga district, salt is produced by filling baskets with saline earth 
and pouring water through it. The salt water gained is evaporated and 
the salt is gathered into baskets one foot long and three inches wide. 
Such baskets were a form of currency; five of them were equal to a male 
calf, three were equal to a sucking calf and twenty to a heifer, 8 Near 
Kasama the natives prefer to use salt for their everyday purchases rather 
than modern money. It can be broken into fractions of smaller value 

1 E. W. Smith and A. N. Dale, The Ila Speaking Peoples of Northern Rhodesia 
(London, 1920), Vol, i, p. 388. 

2 C. Gouldsbury and H. Sheane, The Great Plateau of Northern Rhodesia (London, 

1911), p. 10. 

a Smith and Dale, p. 148, 
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than the smallest coin; besides women often want salt in a hurry and 
they agree to sell for it anything required. 4 

The Africans are still far from being accustomed to the use of coins. 
At the beginning of this century an amateur financier found that the 
new penny served as well as a shilling in one of the western districts. 
But those days are past. 8 Nevertheless, even to-day, the Africans fail to 
grasp the fact that the possession of money confers on them indiscrimi- 
nate purchasing power. They are utterly reluctant to spend coins on 
food. A few years before the second World War, an old woman was 
discovered dying of starvation with a two shilling piece tied in the fold 
of her cloth. It had apparently never occurred to her to use the money to 
buy supplies. 6 

4 Audrey I. Richards, Land, Labour and Diet in Northern Rhodesia (London, 
1939), p.225. 

6 Gouldsbury and Sheane, p, 10. 

G Richards, p. 220. 


CHAPTER 36 

CLOTH, METALS AND SLAVES AS CURRENCY IN FRENCH 
EQUATORIAL AFRICA 

In Gabon the monetary unit was ivory and blocks of sandalwood and 
ebony. Prices were quoted in weights of ivory and in numbers of blocks 
of timber. 1 Another type of currency which was in use was bell-shaped 
pieces of iron, four of them tied together, or snail-shaped pieces of iron 
likewise linked. There were also iron bars and arrow point shaped 
pieces of iron. 2 Flag-shaped pieces of iron constituted the small change 
of the Fan on the Ogowe River. They changed hands in bundles of a 
hundred. The quality of the iron was so good that it was found impos- 
sible in Germany to imitate this currency for trading purposes. 3 

On the Loango coast, as on other parts of the coast of West Africa, 
the monetary unit was called long , which originally referred to cotton 
cloth of a certain length, but which became subsequently a fictitious 
unit of account. Prices were widely quoted in longs A Another fictitious 
unit in Gabon Bay and at the Lower Ogowe was the “dollar,” which did 
not represent a coin or a note, but goods to the value of between 1.25 
francs and 1.75 francs. Natives trusted Europeans, and accepted in pay- 
ment for food and services vouchers called “book” payable in goods at 

*Noback, p. 346. 

2 Bulletin de la Societi de Geographic (Paris, 1886), p. 339. Quoted by Schurtz, 
p, 144. 

3 Woeimann, p. 32 See also Mary Kingsley, Ttavel in West Africa (London, 
1897), p. 51. 

4 Woermann, p, 33. 
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sight at any trading station. Some of these vouchers were only presented 
after years. 5 6 

In the Cameroons the store of value consisted of wives, goats and 
bead necklaces, while the medium of exchange and standard of value 
was the cowrie. A wife cost anything from 15,000 to 50,000 cowries and 
a sheep or goat averaged about 1,000. 6 Although in 1911 the import of 
cowries was prohibited, they were still in current use at the time of the 
first World War. Hoards of them still existed at the outbreak of the 
second World War. Towards the end of the German regime 1,000 cow- 
ries were equivalent to one silver mark. 7 

Goats and sheep played the part of bride money and standard of 
defeired payments. In order to be able to marry, young men had to 
borrow goats and sheep. No rate of interest was fixed in advance, but 
the creditor expected to receive young sheep and young goats as interest. 8 * 
Other objects that are said to have served as currency in the Cameroons 
included soap, fish-hooks and gunpowder. 0 

In the early days of German colonization, fines were fixed in ivory. 
As a result the colonial administration accumulated large stocks of 
ivory. 10 

A monetary unit in the Cameroons was the “brass,” a brass ring of 
one yard in circumference. It was equal to a handful of small beads, or 
twenty beads or ten eggs. There was, above all, the kroo , a purely 
fictitious standard of value. Usually the unit was a given quantity of 
the staple trade goods. Originally it was a hollow measure of palm oil. 
Eventually it became equal to twenty marks. 11 The exact value of the 
kroo varied, however, from place to place at any given moment, and 
changed from time to time. 18 

The Bakwiri used cattle and women as monetary units for large tran- 
sactions. 13 The Banaka and Bapuku used among other objects, rifles, 
powder, salt, tobacco, rum and printed cotton goods; they did not use 
cowrie shells. 14 The Bulu used cloth, the Basa employed tobacco, while 

5 G. Bruel, La France Equatoriale Africaine (Paris, 1935), pp. 422-3. The working 
of this system, and the role played in its working by missionaries, is described in 
detail by Mary Kingsley (p. 148). The “books” were for three amounts 1 five “fura”= 
one dollar, one “fura”=one franc, and half a “fura”=fifty centimes. The value given 
for these “books” (which were either handwritten or printed) was the same in 
Government trading stations, private trading stations and missions. The latter do 
not trade for profit, but keep stores which are practically banks, since they aie 
engaged in the conversion of “books” into goods. All the native personnel of the 
stations are paid in such “books.” When missionaries are away on a journey they 
pay for their food and the wages of their canoe crews in the same form. For several 
hours every week-day the missionaries have to devote themselves to store work. 
Each class of article used in this traffic — and there are hundreds of them — has a 
definite and acknowledged value. 

C F. C. C. Egerton, African Majesty (London, 1938), p. 139. 

7 Egerton, p. 340. 8 Egerton, p. 341. 

°H. R. Rudin, Get marts in the Cameroons (London, 1938), pp. 223-4. 

10 Rudin, p. 200. ll AusIand, 1889, p. 116. l2 Rudin, p. 224, 

18 Steinmetz, p 26, 14 Steinmetz, p. 55, 
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the Banankan and Batanga transacted business mainly in terms of 
sheep. 15 

In Logone the money consisted of curved iron bars. The Sultan col- 
lected his tribute in such bars and their value fluctuated according to 
whether tribute was being collected or purchases were being made by 
the Sultan. Merchants speculated on these fluctuations which could be 
anticipated. 16 The official value of the currency was settled by pro- 
clamation every Wednesday. 17 

Types of money used in the French Congo included cloth, brass wire, 
spiral spring coiled in the form of cylinders, salt, shovels and hoes, iron 
blades, bars and iron double bells. 16 The most important currency con- 
sisted, however, of copper rods. They were accepted in payment for 
goods by natives, not for their own use but on the assumption that they 
could be used in payment for other objects. 19 The currencies of exclu- 
sively local origin were all metallic and were all of base metals. Beads 
and shells used as currency were of foreign importation. Most of the 
metals employed for monetary purposes were made in shapes which 
could easily be transformed into useful tools or utensils. 20 

In the Gribingui district iron arrows about twenty cms. long were the 
principal currency. They were extensively though not exclusively used 
as a medium of exchange. Chickens were worth three arrows before the 
first World War; eggs, one arrow; goats, sixty arrows; a big fish, six 
arrows; a dog, twelve arrows; a litre of sesame oil, twenty arrows. Often 
other goods were also included in the purchase price; for instance, an 
elephant tusk of twenty kgs. was bought for 360 arrows, two knives and 
five copper bracelets. 21 

In the Bagirmi country strips of cotton cloth were the most used cur- 
rency for small payments. Larger articles were bought with shirts, the 
value of which according to their size and quality varied from seventy to 
a hundred and fifty strips. Barth sold a few cheap looking-glasses for' 
one shirt each, while a better type of looking-glass, bought in London 
for eighteen pence, fetched four shirts. 22 In Kanem, north of Lake 
Chad, many things were bought with the common white Bornu shirts 
which form the general dress of the people. 23 Raphia fibre mats were 

15 Julius Lips, Kamerun ( Das Eingeborenerecht . Edited by E. Schulz-Ewerth and 
Leonhardt Adam — Stuttgart, 1930), p. 198. 

16 H. Schnee, Deutsche KoloniaULexikon (Leipzig, 1920, Vol. n), p. 692. 

17 Major Denham, Captain Clapperton and Dr. Oudney, Narrative of Travels and 
Discoveries in Northern and Central Afiica . 2nd Edn. (London, 1826), Vol. ir, pp. 
17-8. 

18 A. L. Cureau, Savage Man in Central Africa — A Study of Primitive Races in 
French Congo (London, 1915), p. 238. 

1D Cureau, p. 252. 20 Cureau, p. 253. 

21 Femand Gaud and C. van Overbergh, Les Mandja ( Congo Francois), (Brussels, 
1911), pp 413-5. 

2a Henry Barth, Travels and Discovei ies in North and Central Africa (London, 1857), 
Vol, m, p.381 

S3 Barth, Vol. m, p. 75. 
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among the objects serving as a medium of exchange. 24 Another unusual 
type of cuirency in Bagirmi was iron throwing discs. 25 They were the 
only currency accepted for grain. Tobacco, too, was an important 
medium of exchange. 

Slaves played the part of the standard of value for big transactions. 
The unit was a slave of medium qualities and the value of better slaves 
was expressed in terms of this standard slave. Wealth was reckoned in 
terms of “heads. 55 When after a successful slave raid the number of 
slaves for sale was large, the effect was the same as of a sudden increase 
of the monetary circulation in civilized communities. The price of all 
goods, horses, arms, chains increased in terms of the slave currency. 20 

Cattle is the chief wealth of the Wadai people and also their monetary 
unit for large transactions. There was also a cotton cloth unit of stan- 
dard size and quality. 27 It was seventeen metres long and sixty-five 
cms. wide. During Nachtigal’s stay in the country the import of such 
cloth had for a long time been inadequate and the market was short of 
money. This produced the same deflationary effect as scarcity of money 
does in modern communities. Prices were low and goods were difficult 
to sell. Nachtigal himself had to put up with the disadvantages of this 
deflation. He wanted to dispose of some of his trading goods and found 
it very difficult to find buyers even at low prices. For the purposes of 
daily food requirements, native cloth made m Kano was accepted. 28 

East of the Shari River in Mofu the means of payment were cowries 
and beads, but rolls of tobacco were very popular and widely acceptable 
means of barter. 20 

24 G. Bruel, p. 421. 

25 Rjchard Andree, Die Metalle bei den Naturvblkem (Leipzig, 1884), p. 27. 

26 llwof, p. 66. 37 Baith, p. 558. 

28 G. Nachtigal, Sahara-Sudan (Berlin, 1879), Vol. m, pp. 67-8, 

s& Nachtigal, Vol, ir, pp. 578. 


CHAPTER 37 

COWRIE CRISES IN THE FRENCH SUDAN 

Cowries were until recently the principal currency in French Sudan. 
Their use was referred to already in the 16th century by Leo Africanus, 
who stated that in Timbuctoo “in matters of small value they use cer- 
taine shels brought hither out of the Kingdome of Persia, four hundred 
of which shels are worth a ducate.” 1 The area in which cowries were in 
use extended over the southern half of French Sudan. In the northern 
half Timbuctoo was the only place where they were used ; in the country 
surrounding Timbuctoo it was not accepted by the Tuareg. 2 

1 Leo Africanus, A Geographical Historic of Africa (London, 1600, Published by 
the Hakluyt Society, London, 1896), Vol. m, p. 825. 

2 E. Baillaud, Sur les Routes du Soudan (Toulouse, 1902), p. 70. 
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Hoards of cowries were often buried or kept in reserve. They played, 
however, a much more important part as a medium of exchange. The 
daily purchases of necessities were paid for mainly in cowries. In Sokolo, 
west of the Niger, an egg cost five cowries and chickens between thirty 
and forty cowries during the ’eighties. 3 On the market of Yamina at the 
beginning of this century salt was sold retail in portions varying from 
five to a hundred cowries. An entire bar of salt was worth 20,000 cow- 
ries, the same as the price of a “captive.” 4 At the end of the last century, 
five cowries were enough at Segou to pay for a meal at a time when the 
value of cowries was fifty for five centimes. 5 Valuable objects were also 
regularly purchased with cowries. Frequently forty to fifty thousand 
cowries changed hands in a single transaction. 0 

Since the quantity of cowries was often not adequate to meet require- 
ments, other types of local currencies had to be used in order to be able 
to transact trade. The value of everything was usually reckoned, how- 
ever, in terms of cowries even if payment was made in other currencies. 7 

The arithmetic of accounting in cowries must appear very strange to 
the logical European mind. Nominally the decimal system was in 
operation. Nevertheless 8 X 10 was reckoned as 100; 10 x 80 (nomi- 
nally 100) was reckoned as 1,000; 10 x 800 (nominally 1,000) was 
reckoned as 10,000 and 8 x 8,000 (nominally 10,000) was reckoned as 
100,000, so that what they called 100,000 was really only 64,000. 8 This 
system may appear to us crazy, but there was method in the madness of 
those who devised it and applied it. It was simply one way of securing 
advantage to retail trading. If five bars of salt were sold in a single 
transaction for 100,000 cowries, the seller only received 64,000 cowries, 
If, on the other hand, they were sold retail in very small items, the 
sellers received a full total of 100,000 cowries. 0 

The value of cowries was subject to wide fluctuations. Their quantity 
in each community depended on imports from other towns and coun- 
tries, which was often not easy. Fluctuations were caused by seasonal 
influences, the political situation, and even weather conditions affecting 
the movements of caravans, 10 There were also very marked discrepan- 
cies between their value at any given moment in various parts of French 
Sudan. In rich communities with an exportable surplus of goods the 
purchasing power of cowries was usually low because cowries were 
always in good supply. In regions where salt or some other object served 
as a subsidiary currency cowries tended to be cheaper than in regions 
where they were the exclusive currency for small purchases, because 
monetary demand in districts with subsidiary currencies was not so 
strong. As a general rule the value of cowries tended to be higher the 

3 Oskar Lenz, Timbuktu (Leipzig, 1884), Vol. ir, p. 214. 

4 M. E. Mage, Voyages dans le Soudan Occidental (Paiis, 1908), p, 188. 

6 Baillaud, p. 70. 6 Lenz s p, 156, 7 Lenz, p. 156. 

8 Mage, p. 191. °Baillaud, p. 71. 10 Lenz, pp. 155-6. 
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further East the community was situated, 11 because they were imported 
through West African ports, and the cost of their Eastward transport 
tended to add to then value. 

During the second half of the 19th century, the value of cowries 
depreciated materially. At the time of Barth’s visit in the ’fifties a mit - 
khal of gold was worth between 3,000 and 4,000 cowries. Some thirty 
years later, the value of gold and of salt more than doubled. 13 While 
such major changes in its value over long periods were inevitable, the 
French Colonial authorities endeavoured to prevent local fluctuations. 
In Timbuctoo the rate was fixed for some time at 5,000 cowries for five 
francs. 13 

An even more important problem than the prevention of fluctuations 
in the value of cowries was the prevention of the development of local 
shortages. From time to time such shortages created conditions not 
dissimilar to deflationary crises in modern communities. They were 
entirely due to maldistribution of the supply of cowries. At Segou the 
French authorities accumulated at one time over twenty million cowries. 
It would have been impossible to unload there such a quantity in the 
ordinary way without causing a sharp rise in prices. At Djenne (a 
distance of some 150 miles), on the other hand, the Administrator 
accepted cowries in taxes, but used them up in his current expenditure 
and did not accumulate any. Local shortages in various districts created 
very awkward conditions, for although it was possible to make larger 
payments with the aid of hvestock, salt, cotton cloth, or slaves, there 
was nothing to take the place of cowries for current small transactions. 
To relieve a shortage m Dori, Zinder and Say, the French authorities 
sent on one occasion four million cowries to be spent in those com- 
munities. 14 

For the purpose of medium-size payments “guinea pieces” were used 
extensively in various parts of the French Sudan as in the greater part of 
north-west Africa in general. They were cotton cloth of about fifteen 
metres long and seventy cms. wide. Originally they were imported from 
India and were first used on the Guinea coast, hence their name. They 
were extensively used both as a medium of exchange and as a standard 
of value. In Sahel it was the regular practice of merchants to grant 
credits in guinea pieces to natives and to receive repayment in gum. 16 
Within the triangle of the Senegal, the Niger and the Sahara, guineas 
were undoubtedly a very important currency. They were liable to change 
their value in the course of time and also there were discrepancies in 
their value at the same time in various districts. At a particular spot and 
at a given moment, however, the value indicated by “guineas” was 

“Badland, p. 71. 12 Lenz, pp. 150-1. “Baillaud, p. 117. 

u Baillaud, p. 73. 4 

15 Baillaud p. 32. The value of guinea pieces was reckoned above its market value, 
while that of gum was accepted below its market value. This was the method of 
circumventing the Mahommedan ban on charging interest. 
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something very definite; it did not represent simply fifteen metres of 
cloth — it had come to be regarded as an amount of money. At Niore, 
for instance, a guinea piece meant six francs even though the actual 
value of fifteen metres of guinea cloth may have been worth seven and a 
half francs. The authorities at Niore tried to fix the price of guineas at 
six francs and from time to time sold large quantities to prevent a rise. 
The experiment was not a success, however, owing to the fluctuation of 
the quantity of imports. 10 

Native cloth also served as currency in the form of narrow strips of 
considerable length. 1 ’ At the time of the visit of Denham, Clapperton 
and Oudney to Bera, forty fathoms of this cloth were valued at a 
dollar. 18 

Slaves constituted the most important form of currency for large 
transactions. A horse was valued at two to five “captives”; if it was of 
exceptional quality, its price was as high as seven to ten captives. A fine 
ox was worth one captive, an ordinary ox half a captive. In Segou the 
price of everything of substantial value was quoted in terms of slaves or 
fractions of slaves. Fractions were paid in cowries at the fixed rate of 
20,000 per slave. 10 Alternatively, the price of half a slave could be paid 
through the transfer of an inferior slave or a slave child. 20 Definite 
parities were established between slaves and other currencies of smaller 
value. Thus among the Kasonke an adult male slave was worth five 
guinea pieces, or fifty lengths of native cloth, or five hundred measures 
of millet. 21 While originally slaves were a medium of exchange, subse- 
quently their monetary role became confined to that of a unit of account. 
In 1907, a slave in the French Sudan simply meant a hundred francs. 22 

Salt was yet another currency, at the same time as being the principal 
commodity in Sudanese trade. To the north and west of the Niger, 
where cowries were valueless, salt bars and guinea pieces were the chief 
medium of exchange. 23 At Samatiguila, at the time of Cailie’s visit, a 
slave sold roughly for his weight in salt in time of peace. When, however, 
the negroes went to war, salt became extra dear and slaves extra cheap 
owing to the capture of prisoners of war. In such circumstances the 
value of a man declined to a fraction of his weight in salt. In small tran- 
sactions, too, salt was used as currency, often at the rate of a few grains 
at a time. 24 

The real medium of exchange in Asben at the time of Barth’s visit was 

1B Baillaud, pp, 37-8. 

’’Charles Monteil, Les Khassonke — Monagraphie d'une Peuplade du Soudan 
Fran?aise (Paris, 1915), p. 121. 

18 Denham, Clapperton and Oudney, p. 191. 10 Mage, p. 192. 

s0 Andr£e (1876), p. 250. 

21 Monteil, p. 122. 

22 A. de Foville, La Monnaie, 2nd Edn. (Paris, 1907), p. 17. 

23 J. E. Hertz, Uber Verwendung und Verbreitung der Kaurimuschel. (Mitteilungen 
der Geographischen Gesellschaft in Hamburg, 1880-81), p. 24. 

“Galbraith Welch, The Unveiling ofTimbucloo (London, 1938), p. 185. 
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millet. “With this article a man may buy everything at a much cheaper 
rate than with merchandise.” 25 In more recent times, too, millet was 
used as a currency in parts of the Sudan. 20 Monteil considers millet as 
the most ancient medium of exchange of the Kasonlce. 27 

For large transactions cattle was also used as a currency. 28 Cattle 
consituted an important form of store of value. It also was a standard 
of deferred payments. Loans were granted in terms of cattle free of 
interest, but if a cow which is lent has a calf during the period of loan, 
the calf is claimed by the creditor. 20 

Gold and silver were not used for current payments by the Kasonke, 
but were extensively used as a store of value. 30 In Timbuctoo and other 
towns gold by weight was a medium of exchange. The unit was the 
ancient Arabic unit of weight, the mitkhal , equivalent to the weight of 
ninety-six grains of wheat. 31 

Schurtz claims that camphor, to which magic qualities are attributed, 
was a currency in parts of the Sudan. 32 Another unusual kind of cur- 
rency was bitter almonds which served as small change, as it did in parts 
of India in past centuries, 33 

All the currencies mentioned above — apart from cowries — had a 
practical as well as a monetary use. The only currency that served no 
non-monetary purpose and is in no way useful or ornamental is the 
little pieces of red cloth one and a half inches square, used by Caillie for 
payment on his way to Timbuctoo. He also claims to have made pay- 
ments with sheets of writing paper. 34 Kola nuts are also sometimes 
referred to as a currency. 

French coins have gained ground since the beginning of the century, 
though for a long time they were hoarded as soon as they were received. 
Both gold and silver coins were often converted into jewellery, and in 
that form they were known under the name of “dead money,” 85 

Let us now deal briefly with the currencies of the Sahara, While 
the Mediterranean countries of North Africa have long been acquainted 
with the use of coins, their districts adjacent to the Great Desert con- 
tinued to use until comparatively recently various kinds of primitive 
currencies. Thus in Fezzan, Southern Libya, smaller payments were 
made in corn at the beginning of the 19th century. Spanish dollars were 
the current money and one dollar was generally worth three gallons of 
corn. 38 In the Murzuq area silk strings are said to have served as cur- 

2B Barth, Vol. i, pp. 477-78. 20 Steinmetz, p. 137. S7 Monteil, p. 120, 

28 Monteil, p. 122. Steinmetz, p. 137, 20 Steinmetz, p. 180. 

30 Monteil, p. 123. 31 Barth, p. 23. ^Schurtz, p. 151. 

33 Stewart, Sahara and Sudan , Vol. m, p. 43. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 139. 

s *Welch, p. 155. The use of writing paper as currency is also mentioned by Schurtz, 
p. 151. 

35 MonteiI, p 123. 

8G G. F, Lyon, A Narrative of Travels in Northern Africa in the Years 1818-1820 
(London, 1921), p, 278. 
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rency. 37 In the Algerian Sahara the Maria Theresa dollar was in use; 
salt and cotton cloth were also media of exchange. Five kilos of salt 
were equal to one dollar. 38 

In Tibesti, eastern Sahara, unbleached European cotton cloth was 
the principal standard of value and medium of exchange. 3& At the be- 
ginning of the 19th century the Maria Theres a dollar found its way into 
the Tuareg Oasis which, however, continued to use also cotton cloth. The 
coins were cut into half and quarter pieces to serve as small change. 40 

In Arguin, Spanish Sahara, on the west coast, the old Arabic unit of 
weight, the mitkhal , became a fictitious monetary unit worth, according 
to Cadamosto, about one ducat This unit was very widely used through- 
out Northern Africa for many centuries. 41 It was a unit of weight 
determining a quantity of gold dust that served as the monetary unit of 
the Tuareg. The metal probably did not pass from hand to hand owing 
to the inconvenience of handling gold dust. 43 

37 Ilwof, p 65. 38 KUrchhoff, p. 19. 30 Nachtigal, p. 201. 

40 Ktirchhoff, p 5, 41 Kurchhoff, p. 10. 

42 Francis Rennell Rodd, People of the Veil (London, 1926), p. 22. 


CHAPTER 38 


COWRIES, SLAVES, CLOTH AND GIN MONEY OF NIGERIA 

Already in the 16th century cowries played an important part as a 
currency in Nigeria. In 1589 Bird and Newton, two London merchants 
visited the Benin River and in their account they remarked: “Their 
money is pretie white shels, for golde and silver we saw none.” 1 Throughout 
the 17th and 18th centuries and the greater part of the 19th century, 
cowries were imported into Nigeria mainly through the port of Lagos 
both from the Maldives and from Zanzibar. 2 They displaced to a large 
extent doth money but had never been universally accepted throughout 
Nigeria. There were many districts in which anyone who had no other 
currency than cowries would have starved. 

Cowries had official status in some parts of Nigeria. In the Sultanate 
of Boom, both Maria Theresa dollars and cowries were officially adop- 
ted as currency. 3 In the markets of the Ibo tribes the Women’s Councils 
which were in charge fixed the rate of the cowrie exchange. 4 In the mar- 
ket of Kano the Sheikh fixed the prices of all goods and charged a small 

^Hakluyt’s Voyages (Everyman Edn.), Vol. iv, p. 297. The merchants observed 
that the natives sold them two gallons of honey and honeycombs for 100 shells. 

2 The import of cowries through Lagos amounted to 65,496 cwt. in 1868; 56,040 
cwt. in 1869; and 50,340 cwt. in 1870. (R. E. C. Stearns, A Study in Primitive Money , 
Smithsonian Institute Annual Report, Washington, 1889, p. 303). 

8 Kurchhoff, p. 9. 

4 G. T. Basden, Among the Ibos of Nigeria (London, 1921), p, 195, 
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commission. For the purpose of calculating this commission, the ex- 
change rate was fixed at 2,000 cowries per dollar. 5 

Cowries served until recently as a store of value. The tendency to 
hoard cowries was still very strong even after the first World War. 
Basden had been in some treasure houses where the store of cowries 
reminded him of heaps of newly threshed corn. 6 

Cowries were used to a very large extent as a medium of exchange. 
During the ’twenties in the markets of the Ibo tribes there was no 
barter; everything was sold against cowries. “ A buys B's yam for cow- 
ries and B buys A’s oil for cowries also ; they make no attempt at direct 
exchange.” 7 Even after the penetration of British coins, cowries were 
preferred for a long time by the natives. The purchasing power of cow- 
ries was for some time actually higher than that of the metal coinage on 
the basis of the market exchange rate between the two, because shells 
were much more readily accepted. 8 On the other hand, in Barth’s time 
cowries were only useful for buying small articles for which purpose 
they were infinitely more convenient than cotton strips. 0 So long as the 
coined currency was not adapted to native needs by the provision of 
suitable small coins, such as one-tenth of a penny, the Africans pre- 
ferred to use cowries for small purchases. 10 

Cowries served extensively also as a standard of value. In some parts 
of Nigeria forty cowries were called a “string,” fifty strings a “head,” 
and ten heads a “bag.” 11 Among the Yoruba the unit was thirty-two 
cowries and was called one rod ; prices were quoted in rods. 12 At Bornu, 
the parity between the rod and the Maria Theresa dollar was fixed from 
time to time. At the time of Nachtigal’s visit the dollar was worth 
between 120 and 130 rods 12 In the olden days the Royal Niger Company 
simplified its trading opeiations by using a head of cowries as unit of 
account and fixing its value at one shilling and threepence. If a native 
brought five shillings worth of palm oil, the agent allowed him to select 
cotton goods, salt, etc., to the value of four heads of cowries. “The local 
market rate of cowries requires as careful daily attention as the rate of 
silver in Bombay.” 14 

In some districts even in 1942 payments were expressed more often 
in cowries than in modern money. The original exchange rate was 8d. 
per 2,000 cowries; later it rose to Is. per 2,000 cowries. This exchange 

B Major Denham, Captain Clapperton and Dr. Oudney, Narrative of Travels and 
Discoveries in Northern and Central Africa in the Years 1822-24. (2nd Edn. 1826), 
Vol. n, p. 253. 

6 Basden, p, 199, 7 Basden, p. 197. 

®Basden, p. 199, °Barth, Vol. n, p. 311. 

10 Allan McPhee, The Economic Revolution in British West Africa (London, 1926), 
p. 236. 

U P. Amaury Talbot, The Peoples of Southern Nigeria (London, 1926), Vol. in, 
p. 875. 

li5 Barth, p. 3 1 1 . 13 Lenz, Timbuktu , p. 158. 

U A. F. Mockler and F, Ferryman, Imperial Africa (London, 1898), Vol. i, p. 726, 
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rate was applied at the time of Nadel’s investigation whenever figures 
were quoted in cowries. 16 Cowries are also used in Nigeria, at any rate 
in the Kingdom of Nupe, for the payment of bride price and for certain 
traditional gifts and payments, 18 even though bride money is now paid 
to a large and increasing extent in modern money. 17 Fees for member- 
ship and promotion in secret societies among the Ibo tribes were often 
fixed in cowries. 

Beyond doubt cowries compared favourably with various other types 
of primitive currencies which were at one time in use in Nigeria. They, 
too, had their grave disadvantages, however. For one thing, owing to 
the large amounts payable in cowries, it was necessary for primitive and 
illiterate savages to be able to count in big figures. Apparently, however, 
they developed the advanced arithmetical faculty required for the 
purpose. 

A much graver disadvantage was the difficulty of transporting large 
quantities of cowries. C. H. Robinson, in the course of his expedition 
in Hausaland, came to be confronted with this problem in a particu- 
larly acute form. One of the horses of the expedition became ill and was 
incapable of continuing its journey for many days. “The trouble is that 
we cannot sell it,” Robinson remarked, “as its value in cowries would 
require fifteen extra porters to carry, to whom we should have to pay 
all the money they carried and a great deal more besides; there is in 
fact nothing which we could get in exchange for it which it would pay 
to carry with us,” 18 Evidently by that time cowries were only suitable 
for local or short-distance trading. 

After 1900 cowries appreciated considerably following on their per- 
sistent depreciation during the second half of the 19th century. This was 
due to the prohibition of their import. While within living memory the 
exchange rate was about 1,500 cowries to the shilling, during the early 
years of this century it recovered to between 620 and 780. More recently, 
however, it depreciated again, reaching new low records. 

Second only in importance to cowries as a primitive currency were 
slaves. While cowries were essential for everyday requirements, slaves 
were equally essential for large transactions. Their use was particularly 
developed in communities lacking a valuable staple commodity which 
could be used as currency for big payments. A report of the early ’nine- 
ties said of the slave in Nigeria: “He has been the cheque book of the 
country and has been necessary for all large payments. Unfortunately 
he has a trick of dying while passing from hand to hand. 5 ’ 19 

15 S. F. Nadel, A Black Byzantium— The Kingdom of Nupe in Nigeria (London, 
1942), pp. 314-5. 

lfl Nadel, p. 314. 

17 Daryl Forde and Richenda Scott, The Native Economies of Nigeria (London, 
1946), p. 75. 

18 C. H. Robinson, Hausaland (London, 1896), p. 46. 

19 McPhee, p. 234. 
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Several authors blamed for the existence of slavery the absence 
of an easily portable currency of high value. Slaves were needed both as 
a currency which provides its own transport and as carriers of other 
bulky and heavy currencies. Native potentates and merchants, when 
travelling some distance, spent on their way not only the currencies 
which their slaves carried in payment for their current requirements, 
but also the slaves themselves. 20 The view was often expressed in those 
days that the introduction of coins would go a long way towards doing 
away with slavery. There can be no doubt that the penetration of 
modern money was in fact helpful in that direction. Conversely, the 
disappearance of slavery went a long way towards reducing primitive 
currency in Africa to absurdity, for in the absence of slaves the cost of 
transport of most kinds of primitive currencies in long-distance traffic 
became prohibitive. 21 Before that stage was reached, however, the 
expansion of trade, brought about by closer contact with Western 
civilization, actually increased for some time the use of slave currency 
owing to the increased requirements. 22 

Slaves were used as a store of value to a large extent. Rich men 
amassed slaves as their European counterparts amassed money. 23 Slaves 
also served extensively both as a medium of exchange and as a standard 
of value. As the value of slaves varied widely it was necessary for each 
transaction to assess each one individually in terms of the unit, which 
was the standard slave of a certain age. This practice did not by any 
means simplify transactions in slaves; but as McPhee reminds us, 
the hand-minted coins of early times, too, had to be assessed separately 
owing to the inequality of their metal content. 21 

Slaves became at one time the principal medium of exchange, 25 
especially large transactions. They were also used for making unilateral 
payments such as tribute. The Emir of Adamawa is said to have paid 
for many years 10,000 slaves annually to the Sultan of Sokoto. 28 

In Nigeria gin fulfilled for a long time most of the essential functions 
of money. Very frequently bottles or cases passed from hand to hand 
for years without being consumed. 27 In evidence given before the 
Liqueur Traffic Commission, mention was made of the practice of 
purchasing gin to hold it as a treasure. 28 Its popularity as an investment 
was due in part at least to the fact that the Government steadily in- 
creased the rate of duty on imported spirits, and consequently the value 

20 Mockler and Ferryman, p 371, 

21 McPhee, pp. 235-6. About 30s. worth of either brass rods or manillas was cal- 
culated as the load for one man, To carry such commodities to any distance, slave 
labour was essential, because the remuneration of free labour would have swallowed 
up the whole value of the goods. (Annual Report of the Niger Coast Protectorate 
for 1896-7, p. 8). 

22 McPhee, p. 251. 

23 A. C. Burns, History of Nigeria (London, 1929), p. 208. 

24 McPhee, p. 234, 2G A. C. Bums, p. 208. 26 McPhee, p* 251, 

27 McPhee, p. 233. 2a Basden, p. 200. 
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of the stocks always appreciated. Many chiefs possessed large stocks 
of gin until the first World War when imports were cut down. 20 Indeed, 
in some cases, gin represented the entire wealth of chiefs. 30 Members of 
the Native Races Commission reported that they visited the house of a 
chief in the Central Province and saw a large quantity of gin in old cases 
purchased thirty years before. 31 

The same report also contains evidence indicating the extent to which 
gin was used as a medium of exchange. A Bishop giving evidence said 
that, when travelhng m some parts of the Niger Delta, it was not pos- 
sible to purchase food unless one was prepared to pay for it in gin. 
Other witnesses confirmed that unless they paid with gin they were liable 
to starve. The Commission arrived at the conclusion that in many parts 
of the country trade spirits, especially gin, were “a substitute for cur- 
rency.” 83 According to Talbot, gin became a currency especially in the 
central and eastern parts of Nigeria. 33 When the Government prohibited 
the import of trade spirits this brought the use of trade gin as a currency 
to an end, and added greatly to the shortage of silver currency that 
developed after the first World War. 3 * 

What matters particularly from the point of view of ascertaining the 
monetary character of gin is that it was used as a medium of exchange 
not only in trade between natives and Europeans, but also between 
natives among themselves. 35 There is no evidence that prices were quoted 
regularly in terms of gin, but owing to its extensive use as a medium of 
exchange it seems possible that this was done. 

Palm oil was another liquid form of currency. On the so-called oil 
rivers trade with Europeans was based largely on the palm oil standard. 
The unit was the kroo, a hollow measure, the size of which varied from 
place to place. Its original definition was a quantity of palm oil, but 
subsequently it came Lo be used as an abstract unit of account for 
measuring the value of any commodity. 80 Already at the beginning of 
the 19th century, the kroo , equal to twelve gallons of palm oil, was a 
unit at Calabar. 37 

Manillas are among the oldest currencies of Nigeria. Some sources 
attribute its introduction to the ancient Phoenicians who had traded 
along the west coast of Africa. Early Portuguese traders found the 
willingness of the Africans to accept unlimited numbers of these brace- 
lets very convenient. 38 Reference is made to their use as a medium of 
exchange in 1505 at Calabar. One copper manilla was worth a big ele- 

29 A. C. Bums, p. 180. 30 A. C Burns, p. 243. 

81 Native Races Commission, the Liqueur Traffic in Southern Nigeria 1909, quoted 
by A. G. MacDonald, Trade Politics and Christianity in Africa and the East (London, 
1916), p. 92. 

82 MacDonald, p. 92. "Talbot, Yol. in, p. 876, 

"Address to the Nigerian Legislative Council, 1924, quoted by McPhee, p. 234. 

3S C. Partridge, Cross Rover Natives (London, 1905), p, 253. 

"Woermann, p. 36. S7 Talbot, Vol. I, p. 191 

88 P. Amaury Talbot, Tribes of the Niger Delta (London, 1932), pp. 282-4. 
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phant tooth, and a slave cost between eight and ten manillas . so Bird and 
Newton reported their presence in 1589 on the Benin River. 40 Dapper, 
too, came across manillas in 1688 in Calabar. He stated that Dutch 
traders bought slaves against payment in rough grey copper armlets 
which had to be very well made, otherwise the natives rejected them by 
the hundred. 41 

A report by T. J. Hutchinson, British Consul of Fernando Po, dated 
20th June, 1856, states that there were five different patterns of manillas 
in use in Nigeria. “Although the casual observer could scarcely dis- 
criminate between them,” he wrote, “yet the practised eye of the natives 
does it at once and cannot be deceived. The * Antony Manilla ’ is good in 
all interior markets; the 4 Congo Simgolo 9 or ‘bottle necked’ is good 
only at Opungo market; the ‘ Onadoo 9 is best for the Ibo country between 
Bony and New Calabar; the ‘ Finniman Fawfinna ’ is passable in Juju 
Town and Qua market; but it is only half the worth of the * Antony 
and the ‘ Cutta Antony ’ is valued by the people at Umballa.” 42 

In more recent times, manillas were still in use, especially among the 
Ibo tribe. 40 Manillas were, until comparatively recently, a medium of 
exchange at Wukai. A deep bowl filled with corn was considered equal 
to one large maniUa . A cup-shaped receptacle filled with salt was worth 
one small manillas 

The value of manillas is by no means stable. Its fluctuations are relatively 
narrow over short periods, but its value is apt to undergo considerable 
changes over long periods. 46 The Native Currency Proclamation of 1902 
prohibited the import of manillas except with the High Commissioner’s 
permit. 40 This was done in order to encourage the use of coined money. 
Nevertheless, the use of manillas in Nigeria survived right to our days. 
It is, in fact, one of the few primitive currencies which still constitute 
an administrative problem. 

Brass rods formed an important element in the involved primitive 
currency system of Nigeria. According to some authors, they originated 
through the straightening out of manillas . At the beginning of the cen- 
tury, brass rods were the most popular currency in many parts of 
Nigeria. They had a fixed value of threepence, 4 ? After the first World 

3B Talbot (1926), p. 184. At Benin, too, captives were bought against manillas ; 
their price was from 12-15 brass or copper manillas , p. 156. 

40 Talbot (1926), p. 159. 

41 C. K. Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigerian Tribe (London, 1937), p. 5. 

42 Sir W. N, M. Geary, Nigeria under British Rule (London, 1927), p. 82. 

43 Talbot (1926), Vol. m, p. 877. Talbot produced a unique table showing the 
currencies used by various sub-tribes in Southern Nigeria. Even though he does not 
indicate the extent of the monetary use of the various currencies, his material is 
extremely valuable. 

44 C. K. Meek, A Sudanese Kingdom — An Ethnological Study of the Jukim Speaking 
Peoples of Nigeria (London, 1931), pp. 452-4. 

46 G. T, Basden, Niger Ibos (London, undated), p. 338. 

40 Partridge, p. 252. 

47 Partridge, p. 251. 
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War, the cash value of brass rods among the Awka was sixpence. 48 At 
Calabar in 1830 copper rods were mostly a fictitious currency, though 
occasionally they actually changed hands. 40 

Iron hoes were used in the early ’fifties of the last century as a form 
of currency; forty of them bought a slave. 50 The currency of Kororofa 
is claimed to have been for a tune a small hoe with a long spike at one 
end. 61 Hoe-shaped currency must have been widely used at one time 
throughout the northern provinces as such objects have been dug up on 
the sites of ancient towns in the north. Even at present, hoes are an 
integral part of the bride price among most of the semi-Bantu speaking 
tribes of the Plateau Province. 62 At Benue small hoes changed hands in 
bundles of thirty-six, one bundle being equal to a slave. 53 

Other iron currencies included iron bars. At Bonny, towards the 
middle of the 19th century, pilot’s fees and port dues were fixed in bars. 
Actual payment was made in such goods as were brought by the ships 
for barter, but the valuation of the goods was in bars. 54 Fish-hooks, too, 
are said to have served as currency in parts of the Awgu Division, 55 
while in the district of Moko, the currency is claimed to have been a 
flat piece of iron in the form of a fish. 60 

Arrow points and tin-tack shaped pieces of iron were among the 
metallic currencies. Secret societies issued their own currency resembling 
small squashed tin-tacks with arrow-shaped heads and with stems the 
thickness of a large pin. 67 Between Awka and Enugu, similar arrow 
heads were in use and were worth about forty-five to a penny. 68 

The non-metallic currencies included salt which was already used at 
Benin in 1789 in pieces valued at 2s. 6d. 69 This was equal to one “bar” 
at Bonny. Cones of salt still served as currency in the ’twenties of this 
century. 00 

Barth gives a description of shirts of all kinds and sizes used as cur- 
rency for buying larger objects. The coarsest and smallest of these shirts 
were quite unfit for non-monetary use, and were equal to six rolls of 
cowries, while the large ones were worth between fifty and sixty rolls . B1 
At the middle of the last century anyone wanting to buy corn in the 
Kukawa market could not do so with the aid of cowries or dollars. If he 
had only dollars, he had to exchange them first for shells, then with the 

48 Basden (1921), p. 201. 

48 Talbot, Southern Nigeria , Yol. I, p. 191. 

50 C K. Meek (1931), p. 452. 

61 Dr. Baikie, Exploring Voyage, p. 114. Quoted by Meek (1931), p. 452. 

52 Meek (1931), p. 452. 63 Mockler and Ferryman, p. 374. 

B4 Talbot (1926), Vol. i, pp. 265-6. 

65 Meek (1937), p. 104. 60 Meek (1937), p. 5. 

67 F. W. Butt-Thompson, West African Secret Societies (London, 1929), p. 33. 

58 G, T. Basden, Niger Ibos , p. 339. 

6c Talbot (1926), Vol. i, pp. 169-70. 

C0 Talbot (1926), Vol. m, p. 876. 

ei Barth, Vol. n,p.311. 



shells he had to buy shirts and with the aid of the shirts he was able to 
buy corn. 02 

A piece of cloth called “pawn” worth about two shillings was used 
as a standard of value at Benin, Subsequently the “pawn” became one 
of the numerous fictitious units of the West African coastal regions. 63 
Narrow strips of native cotton cloth were the principal currency in the 
interior before they were replaced by cowries. At the time of Rohlfe’s 
visit, the cotton strip standard was still in force in the southern part of 
Bornu. The unit was the length from the tip of the middle finger to the 
point of the elbow; the difference between tall men and short men 
caused frequent disputes. 04 

Tobacco was used so much in barter, especially in the central and 
eastern parts, that it probably assumed the part of a currency. 66 In the 
central and eastern parts of the country, dried fish was a popular 
medium of exchange. 60 

Yams, either singly or five at a time, and bowls of oil palm kernels 
still function in Umor, Southern Nigeria, as a local currency for the 
purchase of goods in small quantities. 67 

62 Barth, Vol. I, p. 312. He remarks that near the village Pirtwa he tried in vain to 
buy provisions with shells. A member of his expedition succeeded, however, in 
purchasing a goat with his servant’s shirt. “This article, even if much worn, is always 
regarded as ready money m the whole of Negroland, and as long as a man has a 
shirt he is sure not to starve” (Vol. n, p. 354). 

63 Talbot (1926), Vol. m, p. 875. 

fl4 G. Rohlfs, Geld in Afrika (Dr. A. Petermann’s Mitteilungen, 1889), Vol. xxxv, 
p. 190. 

C5 Talbot (1926), Vol. in, p. 876. cc Talbot (1926), Vol. m, p. 876. 

C7 Forde and Scott, p. 49. 


CHAPTER 39 

GOLD DUST CURRENCY OF THE GOLD COAST AND ASHANTI 

In the Gold Coast for a long time gold dust was the only “coin” of the 
realm. “It is handier than one would suppose; even a farthing can be 
paid in it by putting one or two grams upon a knife tip.” 1 In an official 
report it was stated that all payments were made in gold dust. At the 
time of its publication in 1848 gold dust was valued on the Gold Coast 
at £4 per ounce. 2 In another official publication, however, the general 
rate at which rock gold and gold dust passed currently was given at 
£3 12s. per ounce. The ounce, which served as the monetary unit, was 
sub-divided for monetary purposes into sixteen ackies of 4s. 6d. each, 

1 R. F. Burton and V. L. Cameron, To the Gold Coast for Gold (London, 1883), 
Vol, n, p, 154. But for the high authority of the authois one might be inclined to 
regard this statement as a mild exaggeration. 

2 The Currency of the British Colonies . H.M, Stationery Office (London, 1848), p. 25, 
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and the ackie into six takus of 9d. each. Larger units were the benda * 
equal to two ounces (£7 4s. Od,), and the periquirt , equal to two and a half 
ounces (£9). 3 The kings were able to obtain revenue by using a special 
set of weights rather heavier than those employed in ordinary trade; 
therefore they secured an advantage when gold dust was weighed out 
to them. 4 

Cowries were still used in the market place at Accra in 1883, and also 
in other towns of the eastern district for small purchases. 5 6 On the other 
hand, in Ashanti the import of cowries was prohibited so that they 
should not compete with gold dust as a currency. 0 

For large transactions slaves were a most important currency. They 
served largely as a standard of value. 7 In Ashanti a garment made of 
cotton, linen or silk was used fairly extensively as a medium of exchange. 
It was called pawn , 8 9 

Aggri beads were a store of value to a considerable degree. They 
fetched an equal weight in gold, and at times even more. 0 There is no 
reason to believe the aggri bead had ever served as a medium of ex- 
change or a standard of value. On the other hand, it was known to 
have been used for the purposes of bride price. Its high value is indi- 
cated by the fact that if an aggri bead was stolen the thief was fined 
seven slaves. 10 

Various forms of iron currency were in use in the Gold Coast at 
various times. At the beginning of the 17th century big iron needles with 
a semi-circle at one end were employed as small money. 11 In more recent 
times small iron rods served as currency. 12 

In 1935 a number of iron discs of about two and five-eigths to two 
and seven-eighths inches were found near the village Odumase during 
gold prospecting operations. In 1929 the District Commissioner of 
Juaso (in which district Odumase is situated) noticed pieces of iron 
stored away within the precincts of the “palace” of the Omanhene of 
Juaben (the native capital of the district). He was informed that they 
were iron currency, formerly made at Juaben, and issued under the 
authority of the Omanhene. 13 

3 Robert Chalmers, A History of Currency in the British Colonies (London, 1893), 
p. 212. 

4 W. D. Hambly, Source Book for African Anthropology (Chicago, 1937), p. 612. 

6 F. O. Adrian, Currency of the Colonies (Colonial Office, London, 1883), p. 44. 

6 Richard Andree, Geographic des Welthandels (Stuttgart, 1872), Vol. n, p. 62. 
Quoted by KurchhofF, p. 8. 

7 Kurchhoff, p. 10 

8 Noback, p. 344. 

9 J. Edward Price, On Aggri Beads {Journal of the Anthi opological Institute , 
1883, Vol. xix), p. 64. 

10 R. A. Freeman, Travels and Life in Ashanti and Jaman (London, 1898), p. 403. 

11 Bibliothek der Geschichte der Menschheit , Vol. n, p. 144. Quoted by Schurtz, 
p. 144. 

ia Noback, p. 344. 

18 R. P. Wild, lion disc currency from Ashanti {Man., May, 1936). 
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OTHER MONEYS OF THE GUINEA BAY 

In the 17th centuiy debased gold was extensively used as a medium of 
exchange on the coast of Guinea. Much of the pure gold was mixed with 
silver and copper and cast into fetishes. The latter were cut into small 
bits which were used for the purchase of daily necessities such as bread 
or fruit. The negresses knew the exact value of these bits so well at sight 
that they were never mistaken, and the bits changed hands without 
being weighed, just as if they had been coins. The Dutch garrisons then 
stationed on the Guinea coast were paid their subsistence money in 
these pieces and they were able to buy food from the negroes. Appa- 
rently one of the reasons why these debased bits of gold were so freely 
acceptable was that the natives mixed it with good gold and thus tried 
to pass it on to the Europeans. This was done systematically. The de- 
based metal changed hands frequently and even though much of it was 
exported to Europe at about forty shillings an ounce, the natives were 
making them faster than the Europeans were exporting them. 1 

An even more ancient currency which, however, continued to circu- 
late in Guinea until recent times was the manilla. In the early 16th 
century, Portuguese traders imported large quantities of this currency. 
The accounts of the trading station of San Jorge da Mina state that 
during the period between 1504 and 1507, the station, received from 
Portugal 287,813 manillas , a 

A unit of account was a kroo of rice. The same unit was also used on 
part of the Pepper coast, where one kroo of pepper was equal to two 
kroos of rice, 3 

Above all, guinea cloth, as its name implies, was extensively employed 
as currency in Guinea. It is through the ports of Guinea that this cur- 
rency penetrated into the interior to become one of the most important 
currencies for a long period over a vast territory of Africa. It remained 
a standard of value long after it ceased to be a medium of exchange. 

Slaves were a favourite unit of account for large transactions. Before 
the colonization, European ships had to pay to the native kings port 
dues to the value of seven or twelve slaves according to the number of 
their masts. 4 

Cowries were also used as a currency, and in time of wars large 
quantities were walled in. 5 

1 William Bosnian, A New and Accurate Description of the Coast of Guinea 
(1700) Pinkerton’s Travels and Voyages, Vol. xvi, 1834, p. 373. 

2 J. W. Blake, Europeans in West Africa , 1450-1560. Hakluyt Society (London, 
1842), Vol. i, p. 107. 

3 Noback, p, 343. 

4 P. E. Isert, Reise nach Guinea (Copenhagen, 1788), p. 151. The same author 
makes a reference to a string of coral beads being worth two slaves, p. 186, 

Hsert, p. 64. 
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Natives of Gambia have long been acquainted with the notion of a 
standard of value. Jobson, writing in 1623, describes a bartering scene 
on the Gambia River. The European merchants asked the Mandmgo 
which should be the staple commodity to pitch the price upon, to value 
other things by. The natives showed the Europeans a piece of cloth/ 
They apparently fully understood the idea of selecting an article which 
was to serve as a standard of value to facilitate barter. 

In their internal trade the Mandingo had by then developed a primi- 
tive currency. ‘‘Now through the whole Countrey there is no use of any 
coyne or money, neither have they any, but every man to choppe and 
barter one thing for another and the only nominated thing is matts, as 
in asking the price of this or that they desire, the word is ‘How many 
matts shall I give you? 1 so they are still in use/’ 7 They used kola nuts as 
bride money, the price of a wife being fifty of these nuts. 8 In more recent 
times gold dust was used as a medium of exchange. 9 Wealth in Gambia 
is invested in cattle; until recently natives knew no other form of invest- 
ment. 10 

East and North-East of the Senegal River, in inner Senegambia, black 
cotton cloth was the medium of exchange in Walata. Gold dust was also 
extensively used as a medium of exchange, while millet and guinea cloth 
acted both as a medium of exchange and a standard of value. Ostrich 
feathers in trade with Europeans were used regularly, at a fixed value in 
relation to guinea cloth. 

Senegambia had its fictitious unit, the “bar” — which at the time of 
Dapper’s visit was still a real bar and only became fictitious later — and 
the “packet,” also called fazenda , representing the value of a selection of 
European goods. 11 

Along the River Gambia modern money is treated by the Africans as 
a medium of barter. When an African gives coins in exchange for goods 
he thinks he is selling the coin against payment in grain, or cotton cloth. 
He does not ask the merchant how many francs (or shillings) the goods 
cost. He asks him how much rice or calico or sugar he is prepared to 
give for his coin. And the price of the units of measure remains always 
the same; it is the size of the measure that fluctuates. After a good har- 
vest the standard hollow measure of grain that is equivalent to a certain 
coin is increased. Between harvests it becomes gradually reduced. 13 

Until recently the currency of Dahomey consisted of cowries ; 2,000 
cowries were called one head. Nominally a head was equal to one dollar, 
but owing to the scarcity of metallic currency, the silver dollar was 
eagerly taken at 2,400 to 2,600 cowries. 

8 Richard Jobson, The Golden Trade or a Discovery of the River Gambia and the 
Golden Trade of the Ethiopians. (1623 — Reprinted in the Maiy Kingsley Travel 
Books), p. 113. 

Hobson, p. 156, Hobson, p. 171. 9 Noback, p. 346. 

10 F. B. Archer, The Gambia Colony and Protectorate (London, 1906), p, 10. 

n Noback, pp. 347-8. 12 de FoviUe, p. 18. 
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The kings of Dahomey paid in strings of cowries prepared by their 
wives. A string of 1 } 500 shells counted for 2,000— an instance to show 
that despots in primitive communities had the power even to alter the 
laws of arithmetic. 18 More recently thirty to thirty-five shells, wrapped 
in leaves, counted for forty. 

Herskovits gives an interesting account of the fluctuation of the value 
of cowries in Dahomey. In 1883 it was worth 500 to the franc. After the 
occupation of the country by the French, cowries depreciated to about 
800 to the franc, and at that level they remained stable in the region of 
Gaoua until 1918. After the first World War, during the period cor- 
responding to the fall of the franc, cowries appreciated; in the view of 
the natives they were better money than the depreciating paper franc. 
There were also violent fluctuations due to speculative operations. After 
the disappearance of silver franc coins from circulation, a five-franc 
note was exchanged for 600 cowries. There were, however, interesting 
seasonal fluctuations in the cowrie-franc rate. From November to 
February the franc appreciated year after year, owing to the necessity 
of acquiring francs for the payment of taxes. The francs were bought 
from Sudanese pedlars who took advantage of the seasonal demand. In 
1931 the rate rose from 600 cowries for a five franc note in October to 
800 in November, 1,500 in December and 2,000 in January, dropping 
abruptly to the normal figure after the payment of taxes when the need 
for French money ceased to be pressing. These fluctuations reacted on 
commodity prices. Ever since taxes came to be payable in francs instead 
of in kind, active markets developed where money-changers converted 
notes into cowries and vice versa. 1 * 

In Togo cowries were currency to some extent right up to the ’twen- 
ties. In earlier times they were the general means of payment. They 
remained until recently a popular means of payment in the distant 
regions of the North, but coined money gradually displaced them. 
Certain goods such as palm wine are, or were until recently, still paid 
for in cowries. 16 In Akposso, in the olden days, even slaves were paid 
for in cowries. 10 

Under German rule there was a fixed ratio between cowries and the 
mark, which had to be adjusted as and when the cowries depreciated. 
Among the Moba, the price of a horse was fixed in cowries but actual 
payment was made in cows. 17 When supply and demand fluctuated, 
changes of prices were not expressed by quoting a larger or smaller 
number of cowries for the unit of measure of the various goods; it was 
the number of the units of measure for a fixed amount of cowries that 
was adjusted— thus instead of reducing the price of a litre of corn from 

18 Dalzel, Geschichte von Dahomey , p. 35. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 90. 
w Herskovits, pp. 218-20. 

15 A. Schlettwein, Togo (Das Eingehot enerecht, Stuttgart, 1930), p. 72, 
l$ Schlettwem, p. 74. 17 Schlettwein, p, 72. 
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a hundred cowries to fifty cowries, the measure worth a hundred cow- 
ries was increased from one litre to two litres. 18 

Hoes were used as currency in Akpafu, one hoe being worth fifty 
pfennige. 19 In Anecho, objects of small value such as small quantities of 
pepper, onions, salt, or oil, to a value of less than a pfennig, were paid 
for in small bundles of tobacco which was worth half a pfennig. In 
Namba, payment was made in chickens. 20 Rubber balls are also said to 
have served as a medium of exchange. There were two standard sizes. 81 

Slaves were for a long time the chief currency of the Ivory Coast for 
large payments. Later gold dust was the principal currency, and it 
changed hands by weight. Cowries, too, were used. 22 

Among the Agni, salt, leaf tobacco, native cloth, hoes and beads 
served as money. Several of these goods were subject also to loan tran- 
sactions, 23 Pieces of iron were used in the Seguela district. In various 
parts of the country manillas were used m packets of twenty for four 
francs. Some tribes used manillas for bride price. 24 Native traders sold 
their goods to Europeans against manillas which they kept until they 
wanted to buy fresh supplies of products in the interior. The manilla was, 
therefore, “a kind of bank for the black trader, something he can put his 
wealth into when he wants to store it for a time.” 25 

Although many of the inhabitants of Liberia were used to coins, there 
was for a long time not enough modern money in circulation, so that 
payment was made in produce money. One dollar meant simply an 
abstract unit of account representing a given quantity of palm oil or 
palm kernels. Debts contracted in dollars were paid in either of the two 
commodities, and since the debtor had the choice whether to pay in 
palm oil or palm kernels he was likely to choose the one which at the 
moment was the cheaper. The situation was in this respect somewhat 
similar to that liable to develop under bimetallism in modern countries. 20 

In addition to this dual standard, various local currencies were in use 
in various districts. The Kpelle used salt, iron rods, kola nuts, slaves 
and cattle. Objects of high value were generally calculated m slaves. A 
slave was equal to 300 salt packets or 100 iron bars or 400 kola nuts. 27 
In Eastern Buziland kola nuts were a means of payment. 28 

In Loma the money was the iron rod. 100 rods were equal to a slave 

18 F. Hupfeld, Land undLeute im Basari (1899-1900), p. 176 

19 Dr. Asmis, Die Stammesrechte der Bezirke Misakohe , Anecho und Loma~Land 
(Zeitschrift fur Vergleichende Rechtswissenschaft, Yol. xxvi, 1911.) 

20 Schlettwein, p. 72. 21 Schurtz, p. 180. 

22 Noback, p. 344, 

23 F, J. Clozel and Roger Villamur, Des Coutumes Indigenes de la Cote d'Ivoire 
(Paris, 1902), pp. 88, 125, 127 and 1 59, 

24 Clozel and Villamur, pp. 267, 445, 469 and 501. 

25 Mary Kingsley, West African Studies (London, 1899), p. 82. 

26 Woermann, pp. 40-1. 

37 Diedrich Westermann, Die Kpelle — Ein Negerstamm in Liberia (Gotingei, 1921), 
p 38. 

28 P. Germann, Die Volkerstamme im Nor den von Liberia (Leipzig, 1933). 
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or to an ox. In Djaiaimai iron and salt were the favourite currencies. 29 
The Kissi and the Toma formerly used glass lozenges as medium of 
exchange. Before the first World War it was entirely replaced by elon- 
gated T-shaped pieces of iron which were of no practical use whatever. 
The natives were very particular about these pieces of iron and refused 
them in the case of the least imperfection. 30 

A monetary unit for trading on a large scale was 100 lbs. of ivory. It 
was a fictitious unit and represented an assortment of European goods. 31 

The fictitious unit in Sierra Leone in the 17th century was the “bar.” 
A bar of gunpowder was two pounds of gunpowder; a bar of silver an 
ounce of silver; a bar of gun flints two hundred gun flints, and so on. 
In the 18th century Mungo Park put the value of a bar in cash at two 
shillings. 32 

The Sherbro used iron strips as their chief currency, one strip being 
equivalent to a penny. Alldridge met once in the bush several native 
women who were going to the market with their purses under their arms 
in the shape of a mat containing perhaps a couple of dozen of these 
pieces of iron. 33 When Alldridge first visited the country, coins were 
practically unknown. On the occasion of his more recent visit, however, 
they were universally known and willingly accepted by the natives. 34 

The Bubi of Fernando Po used for their currency small discs cut from 
the Achatectonia shell. 35 There were two kinds of shell strings in use as 
currency. 36 Shell discs were made from the Conus Papilionoceus in the 
shape of coins. 37 The shell strings looked very old and polished through 
wear, though they were still being produced in the ’eighties. They were 
the only valuables of the Bubi. 38 

The shell currency of the Bubi shared the fate of many other curren- 
cies, primitive or modern, in that it depreciated in terms of goods. Some 
time ago one shell string bought ten eating yams or one chicken, but by 
the early ’twenties its purchasing power declined by about half. 33 

23 Walter Volz, Reise Durch das Hinterland von Liberia (Berne, 1 91 1), p. 38 

30 H. Neel, Notes sut deux Peuplades de la Frontiere Ltbenenne (L’Anthropologie, 
Vol. xxv, 1913), pp. 435-6. 

3l Noback, p 343. 

32 F. W. Butt-Thompson, Siene Leone in History and Tradition (London, 1926), 
p. 41. 

33 T, J. Alldridge, The Sherbro and its Hinterland {London, 1901), p. 216, 

34 T. J. Alldridge, A Tiansfoimed Colony — Sierra Leone (London, 1910), pp. 186-7. 

3B Kingsley (1897), p. 59. 30 Noback, p. 345. 

37 Mitteilungen der Geographischen Gesellschaft (Vienna, 1893), p, 27. Quoted by 
Schurtz, p. 102. 

3s O Baumann, Fernando Po unddieBubie (Vienna, 1888), pp. 83-4. 

39 G. Tessmann, Die Bubi auf Fernando Po (The Hague, 1923), p. 176. 



CHAPTER 41 


DEBASED BRASS ROD CURRENCY OF THE BELGIAN CONGO 

Few countries have provided so much material for the study of primitive 
money as the Belgian Congo. Within her vast territory a variety of primi- 
tive currencies have been in use, some of them over a very long period. 
Wauters states that the money of the natives varied from one district to 
another, according to the riches of the people, their requirements, their 
tastes of the day. Although native trade was transacted as a rule by 
barter, there was nearly always a monetary unit, some object of common 
use or of a value well known to all. 1 

There were certain objects which served as money over a vast area. 
Amongst them brass rods played a very prominent part. Originally they 
were said to have been produced through melting down brass ornaments, 
but subsequently they came to be imported on a large scale from 
Europe. European traders, travellers and missionaries carried with them 
coils of thick brass wire which were cut into small pieces according to 
requirements. 2 These rods were not quite so thick as a slate pencil; their 
length varied from district to district and was liable to changes. Repre- 
senting a favourite raw material for ornaments, weapons, tools and 
utensils, they served as a store of value. They were used extensively as a 
medium of exchange, and were accepted in payment for goods of every 
kind from the smallest to the biggest. Everything had its price in brass 
rods; eggs, fowls, cloth, male and female slaves, etc. Weeks quotes an 
instance of a purchase of land for which the headman of the village 
originally demanded 5,000 brass rods, but eventually 1,500 were accep- 
ted. 8 Apparently ivory was the only object the price of which was not 
quoted in brass rods but always in slaves. 4 Wages were paid in brass 
rods. When the Missionary Society to which Weeks belonged built its 
house, it engaged the help of a few natives at twenty rods per month as 
pay, five rods per week for food rations, and one fathom of cloth per 
month for wear. 

Brass rods were used extensively as a standard of deferred payments. 
Credit was frequently given by native traders and others, and since 
debtors were on the whole reluctant to pay, the tribal laws gave to 
creditors extensive powers to collect their debts. To penalize defaulting 
debtors, a creditor is entitled to break pots and saucepans and anything 
he finds outside the debtor’s house. Should this be of no avail, the 
creditor and his friends are entitled to seize the debtor’s wife and keep 

J A. J. Wauters, Vetat independant du Congo, Quoted by Albert Thonnar, Essai 
sur le systeme economique des prlmitifs (Brussels, 1901), pp 331-2. 

2 Sir Harry Johnston, George Grenfell in the Congo (London, 1908), Vol. n, p. 795. 

3 John H. Weeks, Among the Congo Cannibals (London, 1913), p. 39. 

4 Grenfell, quoted by Johnston, Vol, ir, p. 796. 
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her a prisoner as a security for the outstanding debt. Since a woman was 
considered to be worth about 3,000 rods, debtors had every financial 
inducement, apart altogether from any sentimental considerations, to 
pay debts of smaller amounts. If they failed to do so within a reasonable 
time, the creditor was entitled to keep the woman as his wife, or, if she 
was a slave, to sell her. 5 

The history of the monetary use of brass rods in the Congo provides 
an outstanding example for currency debasement and inflation in a 
primitive community. Towards the middle of the last century when the 
quantity of rods in circulation was very small, and when their length 
was twenty-seven inches, their purchasing power was very high. Gren- 
fell notes in his ‘diary in 1889 that forty years earlier ten cakes of manioc 
paste could be bought for one brass rod, while in 1889 one cake cost 
fifteen brass rods. 6 The reason for this depreciation was partly the heavy 
influx of brass rods manufactured in Europe, but largely the debase- 
ment of these rods by the natives themselves. It was a widespread prac- 
tice for anyone who came into possession of many brass rods, to cut a 
bit off each, so as to procure free of charge brass for ornaments, and to 
pass on the brass rods thus shortened. When it was realized that 
the rods were becoming shorter, prices went up. Weeks, writing in 1914, 
states that thirty years earlier a good fowl could be bought for two or 
three rods, but at the time of writing 150 rods had to be given for a fowl 
of the same size. 7 A missionary recorded the following experience: “In 
1894 we noticed that a large number of rods in the Church Treasury 
Box were more than twice the length of those then current; we therefore 
cut them down to the current length of ten inches and sold the little 
pieces to local blacksmiths. By keeping the rods, their value had more 
than doubled.” 8 What the missionaries did not realize was that the 
profit was purely a book-keeping profit, for the purchasing power of the 
shortened rods was probably considerably less than half that of the 
original rods at the time when they were deposited in the Church 
Treasury Box. 

The combined effect of debasement and inflation was that brass rods 
eventually became a drug in the market, even though they continued to 
be accepted for small payments. 

Iron bars were also among the metallic currencies in the Congo. They 
were regarded by all Europeans who had the misfortune of having to 
deal with them as a most inconvenient currency which was apt to reduce 
itself to absurdity because of the disproportionately high cost of its 
transport. The square or round bars of iron, cut into lengths of about 
one foot each, were extremely heavy. At the low rate at which they were 
accepted in payment it practically meant that one had to employ one 

‘Weeks, p. 115. 'Johnston, Vol. u, p. 796, 

7 John H. Weeks, Among the Primitive Bakongo (London, 1914), p. 202. 

S W. H. Bentley, Pioneering on the Congo (London, 1900), Vol. u, p, 398, 
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man to carry every eight shillings’ worth of this money. Moreover, the 
Bakongo coveted the iron bars to such an extent that they could hardly 
be trusted with them.’ The value of a load of iron bars represented only 
a few days’ wages for their carrier. 10 What is puzzling is that in spite of 
the strong desire of the Africans for iron bars, their value was not 
higher. 

Yet another type of metallic currency was copper ingot of Katanga 
in the shape of a St. Andrew’s Cross. Copper crosses of all sizes, from 
very small to twelve inches across are said to have been in use since long 
before 1600. The small ones were found buried in small clay pots. They 
formed part of payments of bride money. 11 

Knives of various descriptions, especially throwing knives, were and 
possibly still are used as currency by certain tribes, especially by the 
Bushongo; 12 in fact that tribe received its name from the use of this 
peculiar currency, the translation of “Bushongo” being “people of the 
throwing knife.” 13 As a result of the adoption of the throwing knife for 
monetary use, the Africans became increasingly reluctant to use it as a 
weapon, for if they missed their target and were unable to recover the 
weapon, they would literally be throwing money away. 14 

Spearheads served as currency at Yakusa, where the unit was a normal- 
sized spearhead, but there were also units of larger denomination; the 
biggest of them was six feet long. One of these would buy a canoe thirty- 
five to forty-five feet long. 15 Bolongole possessed large numbers of fancy- 
shaped spears which were displayed at the dancing feasts. The ambition 
of the natives was to surpass each other in producing new forms, 16 It 
seems doubtful whether this type of spear was sufficiently standardized 
to change hands by number or size. If it was used for monetary purposes 
at all, it was probably within a very restricted scope. 

Both spears and knives were used extensively as bride money. Among 
the Ababua, spears and knives were necessary to pay the bride price in 
exogamic marriages. 17 There were two types of knives which were 
originally made exclusively for the payment of bride money. Through 
their use for that purpose they eventually became true medium of 
exchange. Prices were quoted in them and there were fixed rates between 
them ; thus a spear ox a sword was worth three of these knives, a hatchet 
two, an ordinary knife half a special knife. 18 

ft M. W. Hilton-Simpson, Land and People of the Kasai (London, 1911), p. 287, 

10 E. Torday, On the Trail of the Bushongo (London, 1925), p. 234. 

“Information supplied by the Chase National Bank’s Collection of Moneys. 

“Torday, p. 145. 

13 British Museum Handbook to the Ethnographical Collections (London, 1910), 
p. 223, 

“H. Schurtz, Das Wurfmesser der Neger (Leyden, 1889), p. 10. 

“Bentley, Vol. n, p. 295. 

“Leo Frobenius, The Childhood of Man (London, 1909), p. 450. 

17 J. Halkin and E. Yiaene, Les Ababuas (Congo Beige). (Brussels, 1911), p. 510. 

“Haikin and Yiaene, pp, 513-4. 
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As in other parts of Africa, copper and iron wire was used as means of 
payment in Nyangwe. 10 Hoe blades of small size were a currency in the 
east and south of Congoland. 20 In the Lokele country such hoe blades 
were in 1903 worth about sixpence each circulated as cash. According 
to Grenfell, they were made in the Kasongo country. 31 

Iron beads were yet another type of metallic primitive currency, 
produced between the Rubi and Aruwimi rivers. One chain of these 
beads was worth a goat, twenty chains a woman. 22 

A much more important currency was blue beads produced by the 
natives themselves through some primitive process over a long period 
in the Katanga district. 23 These beads constituted the standard of value, 
especially around San Salvador. 24 They changed hands in bunches of a 
thousand and could be exchanged for any goods. 25 Beads of other kinds 
were also popular as a means of payment at various times and places, 
but were not nearly as widely used. 

Shells, too, were among the wide variety of primitive currencies in the 
Belgian Congo. In the west small shells called Olivella Nana imported 
from the coast of Angola were widely used, especially on the Kwango 
and thence eastward to the Kasai. Further east, cowries imported from 
the Zanzibar coast through East Africa were used. 25 In some parts of 
the Congo they were accepted in payment even for goods of high value, 
including slaves. In 1910 the value of a hen was 500 cowries, that of a 
goat 15,000 cowries; male slaves changed hands at between 30,000 and 
60,000 cowries and female slaves between 40,000 and 80,00 cowries. 
Fines and blood money were paid in cowries. 27 

There were also shell disc currencies made of shells of the fresh 
water oyster and snail shells. According to unsupported evidence of 
Johnston strings of the teeth of leopards, wild pigs and human beings 
were amongst the oldest currencies in the Congo. 28 

Rubber was said to have been nsed for monetary purposes among the 
Babunda and the Bapindji. Weekly markets were held in the open plains 
to the west of Alela where the natives exchanged among themselves 
rubber for food-stuffs and other goods. As a rule, rubber was not 
brought to the Europeans by those who collected it but by those who 
accepted it in payment. The greatest care was taken that the Europeans 
should not be allowed to attend the markets and thus ascertain at what 
price rubber changed hands. 20 It is not clear, however, from the evidence 
we possess, how far rubber really performed monetary functions, 

10 A. Woermann, p. 33. 

20 Johnston, Vol n, p. 791. 21 Johnston, Vol. n, p. 797. 

S8 Frobemus, p, 62. 33 Johnston, Vol n, p. 790. 

a4 Weeks (1914), pp. 201-2. 2B Bentley, Vol. I, p. 73. 

2fl Johnston, Vol. rr, p. 792, 

27 E. Torday and T. A. Joyce, Notes ethnographiques sur les peuples communement 
appeles Bakuba ainsi que les peuplades apparenties les Bushongo (Brussels, 1910), 
pp. 93-4. 

28 Johnston, Vol. n, pp. 790-1. 2B Hilton-Simpson, p. 266. 
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The Congo Basin is poor in salt, and for this reason salt was a very 
acceptable form of currency, especially for small payments. On the 
upper Kwango salt in crystalline form was a most popular currency. 80 
On the Kwilu River, salt neatly wrapped up in banana leaves was used 
to a large extent as currency in the district. 31 Wages to carriers were 
often paid in salt. 82 Ivory also became a kind of currency for large pay- 
ments as a result of the steady demand for it by whites. 

According to Johnston, following on the invasion of the country by 
the black rat from the Nile Valley, rat traps became so necessary that 
after some unknown genius had invented the construction of them out 
of palm rind, cane or some other elastic fibre, they were easily disposed 
of in all directions and became a kind of currency. 88 There is no reason 
to suppose, however, that their role exceeded that of a favourite medium 
of barter. 

Other objects which are claimed to have played a monetary role 
include strips of zebra hide, arrow poison, and the highly valued feathers 
of a stork-like bird called minda . 31 Fantastic as some of these and similar 
uncorroborated claims may sound, it would be a mistake to reject them 
without further investigation; for nothing seems to be impossible in the 
sphere of the currency system of the Congo. 

A much more important form of currency was cloth. The earliest type 
in use was native cloth made of grass or fibre, especially in the cataract 
region and the country between the Congo and the Kwango. 85 In 
Kabinda cloth of raphia fibre was until recently still used extensively as 
currency. 86 Various kinds of European and American cotton cloth (the 
latter was known under the popular name of Merikani ) also came to be 
adopted as a means of payment, even though some local chiefs tried to 
stop their import by threatening with instantaneous execution any of 
their subjects found wearing such material. 37 To a large extent cloth 
assumed the role of a standard of value. Barter transactions were con- 
cluded on the basis of prices expressed in pieces of cloth. A “piece” was 
twelve yards of standard quality cloth. 

Weeks gives a detailed description of the characteristic method of 
bargaining through the intermediary of a native broker talking Portu- 
guese to the white trader and in a Congo language to the native trader. 
The white trader offered for the elephant tusks for sale 400 pieces of 
cloth, whereupon the broker informed the native in the latter’s language 
that the white man was prepared to give him 180 pieces. The native 
replied that he wanted 450 pieces but by the time the broker translated 

30 E. Torday, Camp and Tramp in African Wilds (London, 1913), p, 224. 

31 Hilton“Simpson, p. 263. 32 Simpson, p, 297, 

3 8 Johnston, Vol, n, pp. 790, 791, 795, 

^Information supplied by the Chase National Bank Collection of Moneys, 

85 Johnston, Vol. u, p. 795. 

^Information supplied by the Chase National Bank Collection of Moneys, 

37 Hilton-Simpson, p. 310, 
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it into Portuguese it became 500 pieces. Eventually, after much haggling, 
the white man increased his offer to 450 pieces while the broker brought 
down the native trader’s quotation to 360 pieces. The difference was 
the honest broker’s profit. The real difficulty was yet to be overcome, 
however. The next step was to agree on the trade goods chosen by the 
native as equivalent to the “pieces”; for payment was not made in cloth 
but in a large variety of other goods. Thus a case of beads may have 
equalled eight pieces, a piece of fine cloth four pieces, a demijohn of 
rum four pieces, etc. 38 It all had to be argued out and settled, so that 
agreement on the number of pieces payable really meant very little in 
itself. 

Guns constituted a somewhat similar monetary unit. Although they 
were actually used as a medium of exchange, to a much larger extent 
they provided a standard of value to facilitate barter. When white men 
first came to the Congo in 1879-85 as a ruler, goods in the region of the 
lower Congo were principally reckoned in guns — that is, the trade price 
of guns. 39 Ivory was bought for so many guns; each gun represented a 
certain quantity of cotton cloth, some salt, brass wire, hoop iron, 
crockery, powder, spirit and in some places a big brass pan. 40 Johnston 
described an argument between Grenfell and three carriers at the 
Mission Station of Palabale who demanded that before they started they 
must be given the value of two guns each and in addition a commission 
of half a gun to the chief. When Grenfell refused this, they promptly 
increased their demand to four guns’ worth of cloth. A gun in those 
days meant about four shillings’ worth of cloth or trade goods. 41 

Gin and rum, too, served as means of payment with the usual de- 
structive effect on the physique and morals of the natives. 

Livestock was used as a currency to a much smaller extent than in 
East Africa. Cameron, on arriving at Nyangwe, found that goats were 
among the currencies of the place. 42 

Slaves were a most important medium of exchange and standard of 
value. Their value was kept steady by the fact that a slave was always 
equal to so many pounds of meat. “If he fell sick and could not work 
for you, you could eat him.” 43 The monetary value of a slave could never 
decline below the “consumption point,” that is the level at which his 
owner considered it more profitable to eat his money rather than spend 
it. Later, the realization of the economic value of slave labour conferred 
on slaves an intrinsic value of a different kind. 

Most of the currencies in use in the Congo possessed an intrinsic 
value. Even if some of the fancy-shaped iron spears, knives and hoes 
were useless for practical purposes in the form in which they circulated, 

3 8 Weeks, pp. 211-2. 

40 Bentley, Yol. i, p. 73. 

42 Cameron. p. 397. 

48 Johnston, Vol. n, p. 790. 
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they could easily be converted by the blacksmiths into ornaments, tools, 
impliments or weapons. All the blacksmiths in the Stanley Falls district 
depended on the iron currencies for their raw material supplies needed 
in making axes, knives, spears, arrow-heads, etc. Demand for such 
purposes exceeded at times the supply available, so that there was ample 
scope for traders to use iron currency imported from Europe. The 
imitation spears or hoes were, however, not always acceptable, owing 
to differences in their shape or, in some instances, the inferiority of their 
quality. 44 

Brass bars, too, had an intrinsic value because of the demand for the 
material for ornaments. Likewise beads and shells had an alternative 
use to their monetary use. Cloth had its full intrinsic value, and so had 
staple exports such as rubber or ivory. The only currency without any 
intrinsic value mentioned in the very exhaustive account of Johnston 
was old grass mats which became in time a useless bundle of tangled 
hay but continued nevertheless to circulate. 46 

In the Belgian Congo modem money was not forced on the natives 
in the same way as it was m some other European Colonies in Africa or 
the Pacific area. There was no legislation forbidding the use of primitive 
currency. The Government paid its employees in francs, and so did the 
railway company. The traders, on the other hand, accepted produce in 
payment for their goods and paid for the goods of the natives either in 
francs or in trade goods. Even in the absence of any coercion, however, 
modern money succeeded gradually in displacing primitive currencies. 
This may have been due to some extent to the unfavourable experience 
with the brass rod currency referred to above. When brass rods reached 
an advanced stage in their depreciation, they practically ceased to be 
acceptable except at such a low rate that the white man who had no 
other form of money found the cost of living higher in a native village 
than in a first-class European hotel. As for the natives themselves, they 
reverted to barter pure and simple, after which retrograde step the 
adoption of coins, which do not lend themselves to debasement quite 
so simply as the discredited brass rod currency did, was a comparatively 
easy matter. 

^Johnston, Vol, n, p. 797. 4B Johnston, Vol. n, p. 790. 


CHAPTER 42 

SHELL MONEY OF ANGOLA 

There is a fair amount of material about the currencies of Angola during 
the 16th and 17th centuries. Already Leo Africanus referred to the shells 
found at Loanda which in the Congo and the cduntrysides adjoining 
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are used instead of money. 1 In the 17th century, Angelo and Carli pro- 
vided much more detailed information. They observed that very little 
minted money passed in Loanda; instead, mats, cotton cloth and slaves 
were used as currencies. The mats were made of straw and they were a 
yard long. Ten of them were worth 100 reis. The cotton cloth used as 
currency was made in India and cost 200 reis a piece. 

The unit of slave currency was a young black about twenty years of 
age worth twenty milreis. There were also shells coming from the Congo 
“for which all things are to be bought as if they were money.” 2,000 of 
these shells were worth a mat. 2 The authors remarked that the people 
of the Congo valued the shells though they were of no use to them but 
only to trade with other Africans “who adoie the sea and call these 
shells, which their country does not afford, ‘God’s children,’ for which 
reason they look upon them as a treasure and take them in exchange for 
any sort of goods they have. Among them he is the richest and happiest 
who has most of them 

A few years later Father J. Merolla da Sorrento described the cur- 
rency system of Benguela: “The current coin of this country is little 
beads of glass coral brought hither by the Portuguese.” 4 He confirms 
the information of Angelo and Carli about straw mats and cotton cloth 
being used as currency in Angola. According to him there was also a 
third type of currency, more valuable than the other two, consisting of 
finer cotton cloth. 8 

Dapper stated in the 17th century that in Angola pieces of cloth were 
money; in Lovando (Loanda) in addition there were also mats woven 
from the fibre of the matombe tree, and snail shells. 6 Blocks of red 
timber one foot long were used in payment for fruit, chickens, etc. 7 

In more recent times on the coast of Angola the use of the fictitious 
unit “piece” or “long” was adopted as a standard of value. A “long” 
was a piece of cotton cloth six yards long. Payment was not made, 
however, in cotton cloth as a rule, but in an assortment of various goods 
worth six yards of cloth. Usually there was a definite assortment which 

Wricanus, The book described conditions at the beginning of the 16th 
century. Its reference to Congo concerned mainly Portuguese Congo because the 
territories which are to-day Belgian Congo were hardly known to European observers 
at that time, 

a Michael Angelo and Denis de Carli, A Curious and Exact Account of a Voyage 
to Congo in the Years 1666-67 (Pinkerton’s Voyages and Travels, Vol. xvr, 1814, 
p. 157). The Portuguese Government had the mats stamped, and they had them 
become an official currency (R, Andi ee, Ethnographxsche Parallellen und Vergleiche , 
Stuttgart, 1878, p. 246). 

Angelo and Carli, p. 158. 

‘Father J. Merolla da Sorrento, A Voyage to the Congo and Several other Countries 
chiefly in Southern Africk (Pinkerton’s Voyages and Travels, Vol. xvi, 1814, p. 213), 

5 Merolla da Sorrento, p. 298. 

6 The use of shells of land snails (Achatina monetaria), is referred to by E. V. 
Martin, Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie , 1872, p, 67. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 102, 

7 0. Dapper, Naukeurige Beschrijmnge der Afrikaansche Gewesten van Egypten , 
Barbaryen , etc. (Amsterdam, 1676), Vol u, pp. 217 and 233-4. 
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natives in certain distncts were accustomed to regard as representing 
a “long.” If one article was missing, the natives were liable to refuse to 
conclude the deal or to charge too much. Likewise, prices were at times 
fixed in terms of rifles but payment was made in a variety of goods. In 
one instance, for the purpose of big elephant tusks, the assortment 
included between fifty and sixty kinds of goods corresponding to the 
value of a rifle. 8 Slaves were also used as a unit of account in the ’eighties 
in the ports of Portuguese West Africa. A slave represented an assort- 
ment of goods.' Kiirchhoff refers to the use of the fictitious monetary 
unit fazenda.™ 

The natives were reluctant to part with their ivory. The way in which 
European traders induced them to do so was to sell them goods on a 
credit basis against the security of ivory. Formerly women were left with 
the traders as a security, but often they were not redeemed; as a result 
of losses thus suffered the traders decided to insist on ivory. 11 

Cotton cloth was used extensively as a medium of exchange in Ben- 
guela. First the natives sold their ivory or wax for the cotton cloth, then 
the latter was given in payment for arms, powder, rum, beads, etc., 
“because cotton stuffs are, so to speak, the current money of this 
traffic.” 18 In the distant inland districts of Angola cloth serves not only 
as a medium of exchange and a standard of value but also a store of 
value. This is due to its use at funerals as shroud for which purpose very 
large quantities are used. In order to have the cloth in readiness in case 
of need, large quantities are acquired and hoarded. 1 ’ 

Whetstone-like salt bars were used as a currency by the Kissama in 
Angola. 

“Woermann, p. 38. 'Woermann, p. 35. 

“Kiirchhoff, p. 28, “Woermann, p. 39. 

“Serpa Pinto, Howl Crossed Africa (London, 1 883), p. 36. 

“Biittner, Reisen im Congolande, p 91. Quoted by Schurtz, p. 43. 


CHAPTER 43 

CATTLE AND BEAD MONEY OF SOUTH-WEST AFRICA 

Cattle and beads were the original currencies of South-West Africa 
during the early days of colonization. Among the Herero, before the 
rindpest of 1897, wealthy individuals are said to have possessed as many 
as 10,000 heads of cattle. 1 It was the only form of store of value and is 
still used extensively for special payments such as bride money. Among 
the Nama, Bergdama and Namib tribes, cattle was until recently the 

J S. Viljoen, The Economics of Primitive Peoples (London, 1936), p. 133. 
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general medium of exchange. 2 3 4 The Ovambo, too, used cattle as a 
medium of exchange, in addition to beads. 3 

Debts were also incurred in cattle. In Namaland many of the chiefs 
owed traders more than a hundred oxen. These debts were often the 
cause of raids into Hereroland, so that the chiefs could repay their debts 
without reducing their own livestock.* 

A favourite currency among the Ovambo, Herero, Nama and Berg- 
dama was the so-called “bushmen’s beads.” They consisted of discs cut 
out of ostrich egg shells pierced with an arrow and strung. They were 
used primarily as ornaments, but also served as a medium of exchange, 
especially in inter-tribal trade. 5 6 The Ovambo also used iron beads as 
a means of payment. 5 

According to Vedder, ivory and ostrich feathers were a medium of 
exchange among the Nama, 7 As they were staple exports, the steady 
demand for them made them suitable for that role. Strangest of all, a 
strong intoxicating herb called dagga is said to have been at one time 
the Bergdama’s money. They grew this herb which was smoked, worked 
into cakes and used in this form as a means of exchange. The Bergdama 
had to pay their annual tribute to their overlords, the Saan, in the form 
of dagga cakes. 8 * 

Rifles and ammunition served as a medium of exchange in the 19th 
century. They also served as a store of value. Rich chiefs accumulated 
large supplies, not for the purpose of waging wars but as an investment.* 

Tobacco and skins are also among objects formerly used as a medium 
of exchange in various parts of South-West Africa. 

European money has displaced to a large degree these various forms 
of primitive currencies. On the other hand, the advance of civilization 
produced at times also the opposite effect, in that some tribes reverted 
to barter instead of using primitive currency. The explanation is that the 
number of types of goods imported by the primitive peoples increased 
to such an extent that none of them was any longer in sufficiently 
general demand to serve as a medium of exchange. 

The Herero adopted modern money as a unit of account to facilitate 
barter. Often exaggerated values were demanded in pounds, but whites 
were able to overcome the difficulty by charging equally exaggerated 
prices for their manufactures. 10 

2 Max Schmidt, Die Nama , Bergdama and Namib Buschleute ( Das Eingebore - 
nerecht Stuttgart, 1930), p. 364. 

s Noback, pp. 312, 325 and 344. 

4 Heinrich Vedder, South-West Africa in Early Times (London, 1938), p, 186, 

'Heinrich Vedder, Die Buschndnner ( Das Eingeborenerecht Stuttgart, 1930), 
pp. 429-30. 

6 Berengar v. Zastrov, Die Herero (Das Eingeborenerecht), p. 259. 

’Vedder (1938), p. 176, 8 Vedder (1938), p. 175. 

•K. Schwabe, Mit Schwert and Pflug in Deutsch-Siidwestafrika (Berlin, 1899), 

p. 354. 

lp Schwabe, pp. 362-3. 



CHAPTER 44 


CATTLE CURRENCY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

This chapter covers the Union of South Africa and also the adjoining 
British Protectorates. In the 17th century trade was transacted with the 
Hottentots with the aid of brass rods and wire, tobacco, glass beads and 
clay-pipes. 1 Subsequently the natives 5 demand for brass appears to have 
been satisfied and its place has been taken by copper in the form of 
beads or plates. 2 Some of these objects continued to serve as a medium 
of exchange until more recent times. The Hottentots had demanded in 
the 19th century in payment for oxen tobacco sticks to a length reaching 
from the horns of the animal to the end of its tail. 3 Tobacco was a 
limited medium of exchange m Bechuanaland. Smaller objects could be 
bought with it, but cattle could only be exchanged for iron and tools. 4 

The Basuto used special beads or corals for the purpose of blood 
money and tribute. 5 Early colonists also paid with spirits and later with 
rifles. 0 Ivory, spear-heads and rings of iron, copper or brass, were also 
used as a medium of exchange by Kaffirs. 7 Rings sometimes changed 
hands strung on belts containing three to four hundred. Among the 
Malepa in Transvaal, clay pottery was also a form of money in inter- 
tribal trade. 2 

Above all, cattle was, and to some extent still is, extensively used as a 
currency in various parts of South Africa. In East Griqualand, taxes 
were generally paid in kind, even in the late 19th century. Livestock was 
the currency chiefly handled by Government officials. In November, 
1865, a certain Apolis Bloem was appointed “one of the Treasurers of 
the Government Treasury and of the Government revenues like cattle, 
horses, goats and sheep, 550 Cattle are the principal medium of exchange 
of the Pondo. Fines for illicit sexual relations are levied in cattle; 
they are used also as bride money. 10 According to Letourneau, “the 
Kaffirs have no money, their cattle serve the purpose; and this four- 
footed currency has all the advantages and inconveniences of onr 
own, , . . With money, that is cattle, a Kaffir can buy children, whom 

*D. Moodie, The Record— A Series of Official Papers of the Condition and Treat - 
ment of the Native Tribes of South Africa (Capetown, 1838), Part n, pp. 108, 113, 114, 
119, 126, 273 and 301. 

*Moodie, Part n, p. 301 ; Part m, p. 73. 

5 Merensky, Beitro tge Zur Kenntniss Sud-Afrikas (1878), p. 87. Quoted by Kiirch- 
hoff, p. 33. 

*Viljoen, p. 221. 

5 Merensky, Abhandlungen der Berliner Gesellschaft fiir Anthropologie (1882), 
p. 543, Quoted by Schurtz, p. 104. 

6 KurchhofF, p. 33, 7 Ilwof, p. 67. Steinmetz, p, 359. 

8 Abhandlungen der Berliner Gesellschaft fur Anthropologie (1894), p, 69. Quoted 
by Schurtz, p. 151. 

®J. S. Marais, The Cape Coloured People 1652-1937 (London, 1939), p. 68. See 
also Steinmetz, p. 359. 

10 Monica Hunter, Reaction to Conquest (Oxford, 1936), p. 69, 
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poor parents are always ready to sell; with cattle he can procure as many 
wives as he pleases. . . . Finally, with cattle political influence may be 
acquired* . . . Cattle is money, that is to say, food, clothing, influence, 
everything.” 11 Writing of the Kaffirs in 1927, Pitt-Rivers stated: “We 
may perhaps say that the cattle form the money of the people.” 12 

In Bechuanaiand, Basutoland and Swaziland cattle constitutes the 
principal form of store of wealth. It no longer acts as a medium of 
exchange to anything like the extent it did in the past; nevertheless owing 
to its role as bride money and as a means of other special payments, it 
may still be regarded as a limited currency. For this reason the natives 
keep much larger stocks than is economically necessary and justified. 
As a result, in Bechuanaiand water supplies are not nearly sufficient and 
there are now many places where cattle do not obtain enough water for 
their requirements even in normal years. Conditions in Basutoland 
are even worse. Large areas which were rich pasture a few decades ago 
have become reduced to bare rocky slopes from which every trace of 
soil has disappeared. In Swaziland, too, over-stocking due to the mone- 
tary use of cattle leads to soil erosion. 13 

During recent decades the use of coins has, of course, developed con- 
siderably even in the most backward regions of the Union of South 
Africa and the native Protectorates, Nevertheless, in some regions 
modern money is still not fully used as a store of value but is merely 
regarded as a convenient means of discharging debts and satisfying new 
wants. The man who receives his pay invests it in cattle or spends it at 
once. 14 

As in many other primitive communities, in many villages the supply 
of coins is not sufficient to meet all the requirements of trade, partly 
because most of the coins are spent outside the communities and partly 
because they are required for the payment of Government taxation. 
Consequently grain is still a very common form of internal currency. It 
is used for the purchase of sugar, tea, coffee or soap. 16 

Barter continues to play an important part in backward districts. A 
pot is exchanged for its contents of mealies, or twice its contents of 
unhusked peanuts, or half its contents of Kaffir corn. 10 

n Ch. Letourneau, Property: Its Origin and Development (London, 1892), p. 86. 

12 G. H, Lane-Fox Pitt-Rivers The Clash of Cultures and the Contact of Races 
(London, 1924), p, 208. 

13 I, Schapera, The Bantu-Speaking Tribes of South Africa (London, 1937), p. 366. 

14 B. A. Marwick, The Swazi (Cambridge, 1940), p. 75. 

15 W, M. MacMillan, Complex South Africa — An Economic Footnote to History 
(London, 1930), pp. 167 and 176. 

10 H, A. Junod, The Life of a South African Tube, 2nd. Edn. (London, 1927), Vol. ir, 
p, 140. See also H. A, Stayt, The Bavenda (London, 1931), p. 76. 
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CHAPTER 45 

FUR CURRENCY IN ALASKA 


T he social system of the Eskimos in Greenland was, and still is, 
essentially Communistic* There was, therefore, no scope for the 
development of any distinct currency for internal use, though to 
some extent blue fox furs and other furs are used for the purpose of 
valuation. 1 

In their dealings with Eskimos, white traders used as a kind of cur- 
rency tobacco which the natives wanted mainly for snuff, and accepted 
at one time in payment for all services and purchases. Glass beads, too, 
served similar purposes. Modern money was for a long time unable to 
penetrate into the country. During the 19th century a gold coin and the 
smallest copper coin had for the Eskimo the same value. 2 To some 
extent dried fish became a kind of medium of exchange and standard of 
value, as in Iceland and Newfoundland. 3 

The Alaskan Eskimos and Indians appear to have had several units 
of account long before the advent of the Europeans. Their units were 
articles of wearing apparel, beads, or furs. 4 In the very early days the 
skin of the full-grown land otter was considered the unit of value in the 
Yukon district. Subsequently the beaver skin replaced the otter skin. All 
other skins, furs and articles of trade were sold in prices expressed in 
multiples or fractions of a “skin,” by which they meant a beaver skin. 
The pelt of a wolf was worth several “skins” in trade, while a number 
of pelts of musk rats or marmots were required to equal the value of one 
“skin.” 5 

The usual practice was to bundle together enough skins of a certain 
kind to make a parka , and these parcels constituted a standard of value 
for wholesale trading purposes. The number of skins included in the 
parcel varied according to the skin. 6 

^he author is indebted for this information to Wing-Commander E. A. A. 
Shackleton, M.P., who spent some years among the Eskimos. 

*Ilwof, p. 81. 8 Ilwof, p. 82. 

*H. D. Anderson and W. C. Ellis, Alaska Natives (Stamford University, 1935), 
p, 82. 

6 E. W. Nelson, The Eskimo About Bering Strait (18th Annual Report of the 
Bureau of American Ethnology, Part i, Washington, 1899), p. 232. Pieces of stamped 
walrus skin, employed by Russians in Alaska in paying native trappers before the 
territory was acquired by the United States, represented a definite number of roubles 
or blankets (Eliot, Alaska , p. 8. Quoted by Ridgeway, p. 47). 

^Anderson and Ellis, p, 82, 
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The Chase National Bank’s Collection of Moneys contains what is 
described as “Alaskan fur buyers’ trading beads.” 

After the advent of Europeans during the period of the gold rush, 
gold dust became the currency of Alaska. A traveller during the early 
part of this century wrote that there was no silver, and no currency of 
any kind in the country to meet the requirements of small change. To 
provide the means with which his expedition could purchase fish, his 
agent weighed out a number of little packets of gold dust, carefully 
sealed up in stout writing paper like medicine powders, some worth a 
dollar, some worth two dollars, the value written on the face. He found 
them readily accepted by the natives and very convenient. Two years 
later he heard of some of these packets, unbroken, still in circulation on 
theKobuk/ 

Some native tribes used dentalium shells as their currency right to the 
second half of the 19th century. Furs were paid for in such shells. Larger 
European species of dentalia were imported for the requirements of this 
trade/ 

7 Hudson Stuck, Ten Thousand Miles with a Dog Sledge (London, 1914), p. 64. 

ft R. E. C. Steams, Shell-Money (The American Naturalist, Vol. m, March, 
1869), p. 3. 


CHAPTER 46 

SHELL, FUR AND BLANKET CURRENCY OF CANADA 

The present chapter deals only with primitive currencies of aboriginal 
Canadian races, Indians and Eskimos. Primitive currencies used during 
early colonial days by advanced peoples who immigrated from Europe 
are dealt with in the Historical Section. 

The original currency of the Indian tribes of Canada was the wampum 
which consists of a string of shell beads made out of shells of clams. 
Longfellow’s Hiawatha contains a number of references to wampum as 
a store of value. In addition to its monetary use, wampum was also used 
as an ornament, as a means of conveying messages of importance, as a 
token of friendship, as a record of historical events and as a pledge at 
the conclusion of Treaties. Any wampum belts which served such pur- 
poses had usually a sentimental value that disqualified them from 
serving as a medium of exchange. 1 

It is only loose beads or strings, not belts, that were used for monetary 
purposes. The strings were measured by the fathom and were used 
extensively as a medium of exchange not only in trade amongst the 
Indians themselves, but also in trade with whites. 2 It is recorded that a 

ij 4 McLean, The Indians of Canada (London, 1892), p. 17. 

a D. Jenness, The Indians of Canada (National Museum of Canada, Ottawa, 1932). 
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trader in the 18th century, when returning from a six months’ journey, 
had his gross receipts entirely in the form of wampum beads, of which 
he had 14,000. 3 Wampum strings were also used for payment for special 
services, for instance to performers at Indian feasts. 4 To some extent 
they served as a standard of value. White and purple shells had different 
values. The Iroquois estimated their wealth by the number of beads they 
possessed. 2 

The quantity and value of wampum was necessarily affected by the 
contact with whites. As a result of the introduction of iron tools, the 
output increased a hundredfold. The natives of the East coast who were 
primarily affected by this inflation flooded the tribes residing further 
inland with wampum beads. Early in the 19th century, fur traders 
introduced faked porcelain beads, and, as a result, the monetary use of 
wampum became reduced to absurdity 6 

Shells of other kinds were also used as currency in Canada. The 
Nootka, before adopting blankets as their currency, used small shells 
from the coast bays. In the ’seventies, they were still used by some of the 
more remote tribes. 7 Shell money was used to a large extent by the 
maritime tribes of British Columbia for payment of fines and blood 
money. Among the Haida murder was settled with the relatives of the 
victim by the payment of large sums of shell money. Among the Karok, 
outraged husbands were placated with shell money at about the rate 
that would be paid for murder. 8 Bride money, too, was paid in the 
form of shells. No marriage was legal and binding unless preceded by 
the payment of shell money.* 

The use of furs as currency played a particularly important part in 
trade relations between natives and whites. Already before the advent 
of European immigrants, skins of various animals, especially beavers, 
were used as money by natives. Beaver skins owed this use to some 
extent to religious associations. The beaver was regarded as a sacred 
animal by many Indian tribes, and there prevailed a curious and, to the 
civilized mind, somewhat perplexing fiction according to which the 
hunter was supposed to kill the beavers with the animals’ tacit consent, 
or at any rate its forgiveness could be earned by the observation of 
solemn rites in burying those of its remains for which he had no use 
either as food or as a currency. 9 10 

Skins of animals were extensively used as a store of value. There is 
also ample evidence in the accounts of the Hudson Bay Company and 

9 Jesuit Relations , Vol. xxxrn, p. 185. Quoted by Jenness, p. 113. 

*McLean, p. 18. G Jenness,,p. 113. 8 Jenness, p. 114, 

7 Grant, Journal of the Royal Geographical Society, Vol. xxvir, p. 307. Quoted by 
H. H. Bancroft, The Native Races of the Pacific States of North America (London, 
1875), p. 192. 

^Stearns, p. 332. Stearns, p. 333, 

*®Frank G. Speek Naskap, The Savage Hunters of the Labrador Peninsula (Norman, 
1935), pp. 112-3. 
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elsewhere to show the extent to which they were used as a medium of 
exchange. Everything was sold for "made beaver” which was the cur- 
rency of the country towards the middle of the 19th century. 11 "In olden 
times when an Indian wanted a rifle, the rifle was stood on end and the 
Indian laid furs flat on the ground till they were heaped to the top of the 
gun barrel; then the Indian took the rifle worth possibly fifty dollars, 
and the Hudson’s Bay Company took the furs worth from a hundred 
dollars to a thousand dollars.” 12 Furs were not always used as a stan- 
dard of value in such a primitive fashion. As a general rule they were 
exchanged on the basis of an established scale. In 1748 a beaver skin 
was worth half a pound of beads, one and a half pounds of powder at 
Albany and Moose, or a brass kettle or two pounds of sugar. Prices in 
beaver skins were somewhat higher at York and Churchill. One blanket 
was worth six beavers at Moose, twenty fish-hooks, one beaver, a gun, 
twelve beavers, etc. 13 At Fort Edmonton, Saskatchewan in 1854, a horse 
was worth about twenty made beavers, a good robe two, a wolf skm 
half, a red fox one, a silver or black fox five, a scalping knife one, ten 
balls or a quarter of a pound of powder one made beaver. 14 To be 
qualified as a chief among the Kutchin, a man had to possess beads to 
the value of two hundred beavers. 15 The trade turnover of the various 
trading stations of the Hudson’s Bay Company was valued in terms of 
beaver skins. Thus for the season 1722-23, furs collected at Churchill 
amounted to 6,488 £ made beaver skins, that is, when the skins of other 
animals had been valued according to the established ratio, their total 
equivalent in beaver was that figure. 16 

Rare furs of the sea otter were said to have been the standard of value 
and medium of exchange of the Haida of British Columbia, until they 
were superseded by the trade blanket. 17 

During the 19th century a fictitious currency developed, the unit 
being a "skin,” but no particular skin. It was equal to half a dollar. A 
beaver was worth ten such imaginary skins and a fine silver fox hide 
three hundred, a musk rat hide was worth one-tenth of a skin, etc. 18 

Spirits came to be widely accepted as a means of payment. At Fort 

n H. J. Moberly and W. B. Cameron, When Fur was King (London, 1929), p. 35. 

12 Lee Merrithew, Cosmopolitan (November, 1899). Quoted by J. Davidson, The 
Natural History of Money (Proceedings and Transactions of the Nova Scotia 
Institute of Science, Halifax, 1903, Vol. x), pp. 183-4. 

18 Douglas McKay, The Honourable Company — A History of the Hudson's Bay 
Company (London, 1937), pp. 92-3. 

14 Moberly and Cameron, pp. 35-6. 

18 W. M. Beauchamp, Wampum and Shell Articles used by the New York Indians 
(Bulletin of the New York State Museum No. 41, Yol. vm, Abany, 1901). Quoted 
by Jermess, p. 114. 

™ Hudson's Bay Company, Churchill River Journal Quoted by James F. Kennay, 
The Foundling of Churchill: Being a Journal of Captain James Knight. Governor-in- 
Chief Hudson Bay , in 1717 (Toronto, 1932), pp. 90-1. 

17 G. P. Murdock, Our Primitive Contemporaries (New York, 1934), p. 239. 

18 Merrithew, op. cit. Quoted by Davidson, p. 184. 



176 


ETHNOLOGICAL — AMERICA 


Edmonton, rum was a favourite medium of exchange . 18 Slaves were used 
as a monetary unit for large transactions on the Pacific Coast and they 
became a recognized form of wealth. Copper shields, too, were used as 
a store of value , 80 but not as a medium of exchange. 

As a result of contact with whites, blankets had gradually taken the 
place of furs and wampum as the monetary unit of the Indians. The unit 
with the Kwakiutl Indians of Vancouver Island was a cheap white 
wollen blanket valued at fifty cents . 81 These blankets formed the means 
of exchange and everything was paid for in blankets, or in objects the 
value of which was measured by blankets . 88 

Above all, blankets served as a standard of deferred payments. An 
extensive and elaborate credit system was developed in many Indian 
communities in Western Canada, all based on debts in blankets. Interest 
was charged according to the kindness of the lender and the credit of 
the borrower. As a rule a hundred per cent was charged for a year.” 
This credit system was closely related to the system of competitive gift 
exchanges best known under its Indian name of Potlatch . n Until it 
was prohibited by the Canadian Government it constituted a most 
important function, affecting fundamentally the economic, political and 
social system of the Indians. In substance it amounted to the ceremonial 
distribution of gifts on the understanding that the recipients have to 
return larger gifts (usually at least double of the value received) on the 
next occasion. It was the ambition of Indians to be able to distribute the 
largest possible number of blankets. Their social standing and political 
power depended on being able to outshine their rivals within the tribe 
and in other tribes in this respect. To that end, many Indians spent years 
of hard toil, living in poverty, denying themselves the necessities of life, 
in order that they might be able to save a sufficient number of blankets 
to hold an impressive Potlatch If the amount of blankets thus saved 
at considerable sacrifice did not suffice then they borrowed more right 
to the limit of their credit. 

The copper shields mentioned above also changed hands on the 
occasion of the festivities. They were bought and sold frequently, and 

18 Moberly and Cameron, p. 36. 

»P. H. Godsell, Red Hunters of the Snow (London, 1938), p. 18. 

81 Franz Boas, The Social Organization and the Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl 
Indians (Report of the United States National Museum for 1895, Washington, 
1897; A. L. Kroeber and T. T. Waterman, Source Book for Anthropology , Berkeley, 
1920), p. 389. On the other hand, according to Davidson (p. 185), the blanket used 
on the British Columbia coast as monetary unit was worth $1.50. 

»»Boas, p. 389. 2s Boas, pp. 389-90. 

%i Pot latch is a Chinook word (there are equivalent terms in the vocabulary of other 
Indian tribes) and means “gift”. Its meaning has, however— to quote Halliday— 
“an elastic string attached to it, so that the gift will come back with interest.” 

S6 McLean, p. 14. One of the Vancouver Island chiefs gave once an immense 
Potlatch to 2,500 guests, lasting over a month, and sent his guests home with gifts 
that exhausted the wealth he accumulated dunng the five previous years. He was 
sure, however, of recovering what he spent, with a hundred per cent profit. (T. S. 
Foster, From Savagery to Commerce, London, 1930, pp. 168-9.) 
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their sentimental value increased with every transaction. The higher the 
rank of the purchaser the larger number of blankets he had to pay for 
the coppers. It has been suggested that these coppers may be regarded 
as the equivalents of large bank notes, worth thousands of blankets. 
Their sole function was to play a part at the ceremonial exchanges. 
Many of them had names of their own and had no fixed value. 

Under the system of Potlatch a rich man who had a large number of 
accumulated blankets was in a position to loan out his property to 
others at ruinous rates of interest; as the recipient of the loan might be 
called upon at any time to repay the full amount with accrued interest, 
the rate of interest worked out at times as high as two hundred per 
cent. “Gradually the privilege of giving began to be abused and dis- 
torted,” writes Halliday, “until it resembled a huge octopus which held 
all customs and habits of the Indians in its embrace. It was a particu- 
larly wasteful and destructive custom and created ill-feeling, jealousy, 
and in most cases great poverty, and it was only after having considered 
the matter from every angle and for a long time, that the Government 
of Canada passed a Statute forbidding 

There is, however, another side to the story. The Canadian Govern- 
ment's action in outlawing Potlatch met with criticism on the part of 
more than one ethnologist. They held the view that the system was a 
necessary evil, at any rate until the Indians had reached a sufficiently 
advanced stage to discard it. It was these competitive exchanges which 
had provided practically the only incentive for the Indians to exert 
themselves beyond covering the bare necessities of life. Without it their 
economic activities tended to slacken, their standard of living to de- 
cline. This was in fact what actually happened in many instances after 
the prohibition of Potlatch. 

There were various local currencies which circulated in addition to 
the inter-tribal currencies such as furs or blankets. For instance, among 
the interior Salish of British Columbia, standard bundles of hemp bark 
were called a “package” and were a medium of exchange . 37 

* 6 W. M. Halliday, Potlatch and Totem (London, 1935), p. 4. 

a7 F, W, Hodge (editor), Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico (Bureau 
American Ethnology, Bulletin No, 30, Washington, 1907), p. 448. 


CHAPTER 47 

WAMPUM AND OTHER SHELL CURRENCIES IN THE UNITED 

STATES 

This chapter, as the chapter dealing with Canada, is confined to primi- 
tive currencies used by aborigines or by white people in their dealings 
with them ; those used by the white inhabitants in their trading with each 
other are dealt with in the Historical Section. Some overlapping is 

H 
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inevitable, since wampum , for instance, was used extensively by the 
colonists not only in their dealings with Indians, but also in their deal- 
ings with each other. 

In the greater part of Canada shell money was eliminated together 
with fur money as and when the Hudson’s Bay Company introduced 
blankets as the new monetary unit. In the United States, however, 
Indians continued to use shell money for some time after their use was 
discontinued in territories within the sphere of the fur trading posts of 
the Hudson’s Bay Company. 1 

Shells are claimed to have been a currency in America long before the 
advent of the Europeans. Many small shells, evidently unsuitable for 
ornaments, have been found in mounds and graves in the Mississippi 
Valley. There is no concrete evidence for their monetary use before con- 
tact with Europeans. 3 Early travellers testify, however, that at the time 
of their arrival in America, shell money was already in full use. Cartier, 
writing in 1535, tells us about shell beads that were used in his time as 
we use gold and silver,* 

In the Eastern parts of the United States shell money assumed the 
form of wampum ; in the Western part dentalium , olivella and other shells 
were used for monetary purposes in various forms. Throughout the 
United States Indian tribes used other subsidiary local currencies in 
addition to their shell money. Among the primitive currencies of North 
America wampum is by far the most important. It has a rich literature 
in the United States, which is not surprising considering that wampum 
was used for a long time also by the culturally and economically ad- 
vanced communities of the colonists. The early settlers of New England 
found wampum already in use by the Indians. Its production required 
considerable skill and, in the absence of adequate tools, involved an 
almost incredible amount of labour, Lindstrom in Smith's History of 
New Jersey says that the Indian’s utmost output of shell money amoun- 
ted only to a few pence a day. 4 Its high cost of production was one of the 
reasons why it maintained a high value for a long time. Owing to its 
relative scarcity its possession conferred high prestige on its holder, 

X E. Ingersoll, Wampum and its History (American Naturalist, May 1883, Vol. 
xvn), p, 477. J. K. Lord, an American member of the British North-American 
Boundary Commission of 1858-62, wrote: “Since the introduction of blankets by 
the Hudson Bay Co., the use of these shells ( dentalia ) as a medium of purchase has 
to a great extent died out, the blankets having become the money, as it were, or the 
means by which everything is now reckoned and paid for by the savages. A slave, 
a canoe, or a squaw is worth in these days so many blankets: but it used to be so 
many strings of dentalia.” (Quoted by R. E. C Steams, Shell-Money. The American 
Naturalist, Vol. m, March, 1869.) 

•Ingersoll, p. 469. According to P. S. Martin, G. I. Quimby and D. Collier, 
Indians before Columbus (Chicago, 1947), p. 68, while the use of wampum as currency 
developed largely after the first contact with Europeans, there is some evidence of 
the prehistoric monetary use of dentalium and other shell strings in the West. 

3 S. H. Stites, Economics of the Iroquois (Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania, 1905), p. 83. 

‘Ingersoll, p. 468. 
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apart altogether from its value as an ornament. Among the Iroquois a 
rich man was referred to as “the owner of much wampum” 6 

Long after wampum ceased to serve as a currency it remained to some 
extent a store of value. According to*Ingersoll even during the 'eighties 
young English-speaking Indians invested in a few strings, knowing that 
they could always sell it if necessary to old Indians. Shell money was 
considered to be the only thing worth offering on the funeral pyre of a 
famous chief. 0 

Wampum was used universally as a medium of exchange among the 
Indians in the Eastern half of the United States. It was qualified to per- 
form that task, because it was largely imperishable, easily divisible, and 
its bulk was relatively small. It was accepted in payment for everything, 
from the biggest to the smallest. The Island of Conanicut, in Narragan- 
sett Bay, was sold to Coddington and his associates in 1657 for £100 in 
wampum . In this instance modern money played the part of the standard 
of value, while actual payment was made in shells. 7 Father Bressans, a 
missionary, was twice sold as a slave among the Iroquois and was ran- 
somed through payment in wampum . On the other hand, quite small 
transactions were also settled in loose wampum beads measured some- 
times in wooden spoons. 8 For a long time it was a general rule that, 
unless some other means of payment was specified, payment was made 
in wampum . 9 Wampum was, according to Lawson, the money “with 
which you may buy skins, furs, slaves or anything the Indians have; it 
being the Mammon (as our money is to us) that entices and persuades 
them to do anything and part with everything they possess except their 
children for slaves. As for their wives, they are often sold and their 
daughters violated for it. With this they buy off murders, and whatso- 
ever a man can do that is ill, this wampum will quit him off and make 
him in their opinion good and virtuous.” 10 

Wampum was also used extensively as a standard of value. Before the 
advent of the Europeans, there was no danger of an increase of its 
supply beyond the genuine requirements of trade. The only reason why 
it was worth the Indians 5 while to produce wamvum at all was because 
time had no value for them. They would rarely produce it in excess of 
their immediate necessities. 11 Moreover, there was a certain amount of 
wastage through wear and tear, and a large part of the output was used 
up as ornament, or was destroyed at funeral feasts, or was buried with 
the dead. The value of wampum was not easily affected by the increase 
of its quantity among the Iroquois. Demand for it for ornamental pur- 
poses, and for possessing it for considerations of prestige, was very 
strong. 18 It easily absorbed any normal surplus. 

6 Stites, p, 67. *Ingersoll, p, 479. 

’Stearns (1887), p. 309. •Stites, p. 83. 

•W. B, Weeden, Economic and Social History of New England (Boston, 1890), 
Vol. x, p. 41. 

w IngersoU, p, 471 11 Ingersoll, p. 471. la Stites, p. 67. 
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After the advent of the Europeans the supply of wampum increased 
owing to the use of more efficient tools for its production. In spite of 
this it retained a high value for a long time. This was due to the fact that 
for all practical purposes it was convertible into beaver skins for which 
there was a steady demand from England. As long as the natives were 
active and furs were plentiful wampum could be maintained at par. 13 It 
was not until the price of beaver declined in England during the 17th 
century that a marked depreciation of wampum took place in America. 
Its value was also subject to local fluctuations. Among the Huron after 
a year of famine it rose considerably as they had been obliged to part 
with most of their wampum reserves in order to buy food. 14 

The cubit was the original unit of measurement of the length of wam- 
pum strings among the Iroquois. Apparently this unit of measure merged 
into a unit of account, as easily as the English pound changed from a 
unit of weight into a unit of value. 15 

Wampum was extensively used for special payments such as ransom 
and fines. It was also used as a standard of deferred payments; debts of 
every kind could be expressed and discharged with it. 10 Tribute was also 
paid in it. The Long Islanders who manufactured wampum were forced 
to pay away most of it as tribute to the Mohawks. 17 Later, after the con- 
solidation of the European rule, the Indian tribes were made to pay 
tribute in that form to the colonists. 18 

The Delawares had a tribal treasury of wampum out of which were 
paid the expenses of public affairs. 10 In addition to packs of skins and 
furs, the public treasury of the tribes of the Iroquois League consisted 
largely of wampum.™ 

Among the other kinds of shells which served as money in the United 
States, dentalium was the most important. In California and other 
States near the West coast it played more or less the same part as wam- 
pum did in the Eastern States. The shells are found round Vancouver 
Island and Queen Charlotte’s Island, also along the mainland coast 
north of the 49th Parallel. They were never used as an ornament, and 
had no non-monetary utility. The value of dentalium was not so stan- 
dardized as that of wampum ; while there were only two kinds of wam- 
pum— whit e and purple— there were a number of kinds of dentalia, 
according to the size of the individual shells. The more shells went on a 
string of standard length, the less the value of each individual shell and 
also of the whole string. Kroeber quotes the following early valuation 
of dentalium: 

18 W. B. Weeden, Indian Money as a Factor in New England Civilization (Baltimore, 
1884), p. 19. 

'•Jesuit Relations , Vol. xvn, p. 77. Quoted by Stites, p. S3. 

“Weeden (1884), p. 18. 18 Stites, p. 83. 17 Weeden (1884), p. 6. 

“Weeden (1884), p. 27. “Ingersoll, p. 471. 

m J. N. B. Hewitt, Wampum (Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, 
Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin 30, Washington, 1910), Part n, p. 908. 
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Shells to String . Value of each Shell Total Value of String . 


11 

$5 

$50 

12 

$2 

$20 

13 

$1 

$10 

14 

50 cents 

$5 

15 

25 cents 

$2.50 


This means that a string of eleven shells is equivalent to twenty strings 
of fifteen shells each, 21 

The value of dentalia was higher in California than among the north- 
ern tribes situated nearer its source of supply. In Northern Oregon or 
among the Yurok a slave was worth one string. Among the Nootka, it 
took five fathoms to buy a slave. 22 

Other shells used as currency in the Western States included olivella 
and pieces of haliotis . The latter was in various denominations accord- 
ing to its size. There were dollar pieces and fragments worth twenty-five 
cents. The value of pieces of the same size varied according to the degree 
of their brilliancy. 23 There was a time when one single shell bought a 
horse in New Mexico, according to E. Palmer. 24 Clamshell beads were 
also used as currency in some parts of California, in addition to dentalia, 
and in other districts instead of them. 25 

The unit of value on the Great Plains was the horse. 36 It was also used 
as a medium of exchange and as bride money. A doctor charged his fees 
in horses, anything between one and five according to the patient’s 
means. 27 Doeskin was extensively used as a store of value and also to 
some extent as a means of exchange. As its value varied greatly accord- 
ing to colour, size, etc., it could not be regarded as money. 28 

Of articles other than shells those that approached nearest to the 
character of money were woodpecker scalps. There were two different 
sizes, the larger being worth between $1 and $1.50, and the smaller 
between 10 cents and 25 cents. They were also used as material for 
ornaments. 29 

Unhusked com in sacks of standard weight played the part of the 
medium of exchange among agricultural tribes, but usually other food- 
stuffs were also used in exchange, 30 

Furs and skins played the part of a medium of exchange and a stan- 
dard of value among a number of tribes. After the advent of white 

21 A. L. Kroeber, Handbook of the Indians of California (Bureau of American 
Ethnology, Bulletin 78, Washington, 1925), p. 24. 

22 Kroeber, p. 24, 

23 R. E. C. Steams, Aboriginal Shell Money (The American Naturalist, June, 1877), 
Yol, xi, pp. 345-347. 

24 Steams (1 877), p. 329. 2B Kroeber, p. 824. 

S6 J, R. Swanton, Media of Exchange (Handbook of American Indians), p. 448. 

27 F. W. Hodge, Handbook of American Indians (Bureau of American Ethnology, 
Bulletin 30, Washington, 1907), p. 570. 

28 Kroeber, p. 26. 29 Kroeber, p. 26. 

S0 E. Beaglehole, Ownership and Inheritance in an American Indian Tribe (Iowa Law 
Review, Vol. xx,No. 2, January, 1935), p. 83. 
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settlers, the Chinooks adopted beaver skins as their currency.* 1 Subse- 
quently blankets took the part of furs and skins. ** Among the Sound 
Indians on the north-west coast the blanket was generally the unit of 
value. 38 Likewise the Pueblo Indian in New Mexico used blankets in 
addition to beads, skins and a kind of blue stone. 34 This blue stone, often 
referred to as turquoise, is also mentioned as having served as the cur- 
rency of the Opatas and Yaquis in New Mexico. The same tribes are 
alleged to have used also pearls, emeralds, coral, feathers and gold as 
currencies. 85 

The use of stone money among Californian Indians is mentioned by 
Yates, according to whom the “gold coin” of the aborigines was a long 
bead made of a peculiar kind of rock, the locality of which was kept 
secret by the Indians. It appears to be manganesium silicate. It was pro- 
duced in a cylindrical form and its value varied between $2.50 and $25 
according to its length, beauty, finish and colouring. Its manufacture 
required much time and patience. 80 Obsidian blades were also mentioned 
as the currency of Indians in North-Western California. In reality, their 
value varied so widely that they must be regarded as precious stones 
rather than money. 87 

Right to the early years of this century everything was valued by the 
Dakota in skins, but a skin had come to be regarded as being equal to 
fifty cents. 38 Pieces of cedar bark prepared for roofing sometimes 
appeared also as units of value. 88 According to Burke, eagle feathers 
were an article of commerce with a fixed value among the Pueblo 
Indians. 

Long after the dollar had been adopted as the monetary unit, Indian 
tribes of the Upper Missouri continued to transact barter based on 
dollar values. 40 

“Bancroft, p. 239. 

“The use of blankets by Indians as a standard of deferred payments is described 
in the chapter on Canada. Potlatch was practised by some Indian tribes of the United 
States in the same way as it was by the Canadian Indians. 

“Bancroft, p. 217. “Bancroft, p. 545. “Bancroft, p. 583. 

36 L. G. Yates, Notes on the Aboriginal Money of California (American Naturalist, 
Vol. XT, January, 1877), p. 32. See also Kroeber (p. 176). According to Walter 
Krickeberg, Einige Neuerwerbungen der nordamerikanischen Sammlung des Kdnigl. 
Museum fur Volkerkunde ( Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie, Vol. xlvi, 1914), there were 
standardized units worth $1, $2.50, $5 and $10. The Pomo tribe used them as 
standard of value. 

“Kroeber, p. 825. “Hodge, p. 448. “Hodge, p. 448. 

40 E. T. Denig, Indian Tribes of the Upper Missouri (46th Annual Report of the 
Bureau of American Ethnology for 1928-9, Washington, 1930), p. 458. 
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COCOA BEAN CURRENCY OF MEXICO 

At the time of the Spanish conquest, Mexico possessed a highly advanced 
economic system. Commerce played a very important part in Aztec 
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civilization and the turnover of goods was very large. It is only natural 
therefore that, even before the Spaniards introduced coined money, 
Mexico should have possessed a highly developed system of primitive 
currencies. 

Gold dust was one of the media of exchange. It was kept in trans- 
parent quills to show the quantity, 1 and was not weighed but changed 
hands according to the size of the quills. 3 In that form, or cast into bars, 
gold was used in payment of tribute by the Southern provinces of the 
Aztec Empire before the Spanish conquest. 3 

More important than gold dust in the ancient Mexican monetary 
system were cocoa beans which constituted the principal currency of 
the Aztecs, and indeed of the entire sub-continent of Central America. 
Its monetary use was noticed by early writers and inspired Peter Martyr 
to make the following observation: “Oh, blessed money which yieldeth 
sweete and profitable drmke for mankinde, and preserveth the possessors 
thereof free from the hellish pestilence of avarice because it cannot be 
long kept or hid underground/’* Prescott reproduces a story about 
Emperor Nazahualcoyotl (15th century) who, visiting the market place 
of Tezenco in disguise, overheard the complaints of poor woodmen. 
“He then ordered his officers to bring a quantity of cloth, and a generous 
supply of cacao (the coin of the country) ” 5 Cocoa beans weie usually 
kept in bags containing 24,000.° Colombus came across a ship from 
Yucatan carrying goods to exchange for cocoa A traveller of the 18th 
century reported that cocoa beans were used as money, and that their 
value was kept high through the restriction of the cultivation of cocoa 
in the country. 7 

There were even debased cocoa beans: their stone was jemoved and 
its place was filled with earth. Cocoa beans continued to serve as cur- 
rency right to the 19th century. Some Mexican and other Central 
American Indian tribes used until recently cocoa beans as small change, 
the smallest silver coin being equal to forty cocoa beans . 5 

Maize was another land product that served as a currency in Mexico.* 
Yet another kind of currency was a small piece of codon cloth called 
Patolquachtli, used for the purchase of articles of immediate necessity 
or of little value. 10 Possibly this was the cloth icfcrrcd to above in con- 
nection with the Aztec emperor’s gift to the woodmen. 

X W. H, Prescott, The Conquest of Mexico (Everyman Edn . London, 1909), Vol i, 
p. 96. 

*F. A. Ober, Travels in Mexico (Boston, 1 884), p 128. 

3 Prescott, Vol, I, pp. 91-2. 

*J. Eric Thompson, Mexico Before Cortez (New York:, 1933). p. 67 

‘Prescott, Vol. x, p. 123. ^Bancroft, Vol n, pp. 381-2. 

? B. Nicolas Joseph Thierry de McnonviUc, Ti civets to Gucixaca (Pinkerton's 
Voyages, Vol. xirr, London, 1812), p. 858 

8 Ihvof, pp. 77-8. 

S T. Joyce, Central American Archaeology { London, J916), p. 40 
10 Bancroft, Vol. xx, p. 382, See also de Oviedo s Ya'des, quoted by Joyce, p 49 
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Mexico had also metallic currencies other than gold dust. When 
Bernal Diaz landed at the Tonala River in 1518 the Indians 
brought hatchets of copper to pay for the beads and other objects the 
Spaniards had for sale. In three days the Spaniards got more than six 
hundred, believing them to be low-grade gold. 11 Cortez, in a letter to 
the King of Spain, dated 15th October, 1524, referred to the hatchets 
used by the Aztecs as money. Its value was 8,000 cocoa beans. 12 Cogol- 
ludo mentioned copper hatchets as one of the currencies of the Yucatan 
Indians. 15 Copper and tin cut in small T-shaped pieces was the nearest 
approach to coined money. 11 Cortez found pieces of tin circulating in 
several provinces. Brasseur believed that the golden quoits with which 
Montezuma paid his gambling losses also served as money. 15 

In addition to cash transactions, the Aztecs granted loans on security 
though without interest. For failure to pay a debt the penalty was 
enslavement. 16 

An American journalist, George Wilkins Kendall, who spent some 
time in Mexico in 1841 and 1842, published a detailed account of the 
use of soap money in that country. Soap was apparently the only form 
of small change obtainable in some districts. “However singular it may 
appear, soap is really a lawful tender in the payment of all debts,” he 
wrote. “The cakes are about the size of the common Windsor shaving- 
soap, and each is worth one cent and a half— in fact, a fraction more, as 
eight of them pass for twelve and a half cents, or sixteen for a quarter of 
a dollar. Each cake is stamped with the name of the town where it is 
issued, and also with the name of the person who is authorized by law 
to manufacture it as a circulating medium; yet Celaya soap — for it also 
circulates in that city — will not pass at Queretaro. The reason I cannot 
divine, as the size and intrinsic value appear to be the same. The muni- 
cipal authorities of either town appear to have made no provision for 
equalizing the exchanges between the two pieces, and there are no 
brokers’ offices for the buying and selling of uncurrent soap in Mexico. 
Many of the cakes in circulation were partially worn, and showed evi- 
dence indisputable of an acquaintance with the wash-tub; but all were 
current so long as the stamp was visible.” 17 

11 Tribes and Temples— A Record of the Expedition to Middle America conducted 
by the Tulane University ofLouisana w 1925 (New Orleans, 1926), Yol. i, p, 79. 

12 Chase National Bank Collection of Moneys (Plate 202). 

1$ Bancroft, Vol. n, p. 737. 14 Pre$cott, p. 96. 16 Bancroft, Vol. n, p. 382. 

la Murdock, p. 372. 

17 G. W. Kendall, Narrative of the Texan Santa F6 Expedition (New York, 1844). 
Quoted by a paper read at a meeting of the New York Numismatic Club by Farran 
Zerbe. 
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MAIZE MONEY OF GUATEMALA 

Cocoa beans were used both before and after the conquest as a sub- 
stitute for coin. According to Benzoni, writing in 1572, cocoa constituted 
the riches of the Spanish inhabitants. 1 In the same year, a merchant 
named Henry Hawks, who lived for five years in Spanish Central 
America, wrote to Hakluyt that in Guatemala cocoa “goeth currently 
for money in any market or faire, and may buy any flesh, fish, bread or 
cheese, or other things.” 2 Thomas Cavendish on his voyage around the 
world landed at Aguatulco in 1587 and found in the Customs House 
four hundred bags of cocoa “every bag whereof is worth ten crownes.” 3 
Master Francis Petty who described the voyage wrote: “These cacaos 
goe among them for meate and money. For a hundred and fifty of them 
are in the value of one rial of plate,” About 1600 an ordinance was 
issued forbidding the export of cocoa except against payment in coin, 
presumably in order to avoid depleting the country’s supply of currency. 4 

Other forms of articles of trade which had come to pass commonly 
as money included maize and coconuts, 5 Some of the primitive cur- 
rencies continued to play a part in the Guatemalan economic system 
until recently. The Chorti-speaking Indians used cocoa beans until 
about the end of the 19th century. They are still used in formal gift 
making and their limited present-day ceremonial use is probably a 
survival of their wider monetary use in the past.® 

To this day maize is extensively used as a medium of exchange. The 
unit is usually a gourdful weighing about a pound and reckoned as one 
peso. Indians are always ready to accept maize in payment for anything 
they have to sell, since it is consumed every day and is easily exchange- 
able for other things. The maize-sellers in the market-place usually buy 
the things they need with the aid of shelled maize without first selling 
their maize for pesos. Indian buyers often ask sellers whether they wish 
pesos or maize for their articles, or state that they have maize but no 
pesos. The seller is usually willing to take either, with a slight preference 
for pesos as they are more negotiable and more easily transportable. 
Almost any seller will accept, however, maize for his wares towards the 
close of a bad market day. Nor is the use of maize as a medium of 
exchange confined to the internal trade of the Indian villages. The 
Ladino merchants also accept payment in maize. 7 

a Girolamo Benzoni, Travels in America (Hakluyt Society, Vol. xxi, 1857). Quoted 
by Chester Lloyd Jones, Guatemala Past and Present (Minneapolis, 1940), p. 197. 

* Hakluyt's Voyages (Everyman Edn,), Vol. vi, p. 284. 

*Hakluyt's Voyages , Vol, xvi, p. 31. Quoted by Lloyd Jones, p. 198. 

4 Lloyd Jones, p. 198. 

B X P. Young, Central American Currency and Finance (Princeton, 1925), pp. 21-12. 

6 Charles Wisdom, The Chorti Indians of Guatemala (Chicago, 1940), p, 34. 

7 Wisdom, pp. 34-5. 
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The use of maize-money and trade by means of barter increased in 
the ’twenties and ’thirties owing to the change in the monetary system of 
Guatemala. The Government wanted to withdraw the small Guate- 
malan silver peso and replace it by a new currency, but the Indians 
refused to part with their pesos to which they had grown used. In 1933 
the Government announced that after a certain date the old pesos would 
be valueless, “but the Indians were slow to believe that their money 
could lose its value simply by Government decree.” 8 They were even 
more reluctant to realize that the new money had value through a 
Government decree. 0 

In backward parts of Guatemala eggs are still used extensively as a 
medium of exchange, especially in small transactions which constitute 
the large majority of everyday purchases. 10 In remote villages money is 
very scarce, and change for even such a small coin as twenty-five cents is 
almost impossible to obtain. At Lubnantan most trade was transacted 
by barter, the egg being used as the most convenient unit. So many eggs 
would buy so much corncake, rice or cocoa. In large commercial tran- 
sactions sacks of beans and corn or hogs represented the unit of account. 
Many of the people seemed to have almost forgotten the use of coined 
money, and to give change for a dollar bill was to them quite a compli- 
cated arithmetical problem. 11 Poultry was also used for making pay- 
ment, 1 * 

*Wisdom, p. 33. Wisdom, p. 36, 

10 Robert Redfield and Alphonse Billa, Chan Kom — A Maya Village (Washington, 
1934), pp. 60-1. 

u Thomas Gann, Ancient Cities and Modern Tribes— ‘Exploration and Adventure 
in Maya Lands (London, 1926), p. 211. 

ia Redfield and Billa, p. 61. 


CHAPTER 50 

CATTLE STANDARD IN COLOMBIA 

The Goajira Indians of Colombia have developed a fairly advanced 
form of cattle standard. It is of relatively recent origin, as cattle was 
unknown in Central America until it was first introduced by the Spanish 
Conquistadores. While in Africa the cattle standard is linked with a 
form of religious reverence for cattle, there is no trace of any such 
attitude towards cattle in Colombia. 1 Nevertheless, the Goajira Indians 
are as reluctant to kill cattle as those pastoral tribes for which the mone- 
tary use of their livestock has religious associations. 

Cattle serves as the favourite store of value among the Goajira Indians. 
When one hears of a very rich Indian, that simply means that he owns 

1 Julian A. Weston, The Cactus Eaters (London, 1937), p. 142. 
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vast herds of animals of various kinds. It was calculated some years 
before the second World War that the Goajiras possessed at least 
100,000 head of cattle besides many other domestic animals,* To some 
extent gold is also used as store of value, but not as a circulating 
medium. Whenever an odd gold com reaches an Indian, he promptly 
converts it into an ornament instead of using it as a currency. 

Payments of various kinds are made in cattle. Itinerant Colombian 
and Venezuelan traders who visit the Goajiras readily accept payment 
in this form and have to engage three or four cowboys to return the 
proceeds of their sales to the towns. 3 

Cattle is generally used as bride money. There is no way for any 
Indian to get married except through purchasing his bride with the aid 
of cattle. Even the population of neighbouring towns, instead of exer- 
cising a civilizing influence, has got into the habit of marrying girls by 
purchase for cattle in the Indian style. 4 From time to time Weston’s 
expedition was invited to purchase young girls at bargain prices, for 
three or four head of cattle, equivalent to about twenty-five or thirty 
dollars. 5 The daughter of a poor man may be worth Only two or three 
head of cattle, but if the parents are rich or of high rank, then her price 
is a hundred or even two hundred head of cattle. 6 Apparently, the value 
of a woman among the Goajira depends not so much on her beauty or 
other accomplishments as on her social standing, which again depends 
on the number of head of cattle owned by her parents. 

Cattle is also used as a currency for the purpose of paying ransom. In 
one instance missionaries averted bloodshed through negotiating with 
the would-be aggressors the payment of a large ransom, mainly in the 
form of cattle. 7 If someone is killed, the family of the victim demands 
blood money in cattle. 8 

Overstocking, due to the monetary use of cattle, provides the main 
cause of inter-tribal wars which occur from time to time among the 
Goajiras. The necessity of being constantly on the move in order to feed 
and water their excessively large herds of cattle leads to frequent 
clashes. 9 

Although coined money has penetrated into most parts of Colombia, 
in some remote districts it is used as if it were primitive money. The 
currency of Narmo, for instance, consisted of an odd assortment of 
silver coins of every kind. The nationality, nominal value or silver con- 
tents of these coins was of no impoitancc They wcie graded according 
to their size, Coins were accepted even if they were perforated or if their 
inscription had become too illegible to make then identification possible. 
Nothing could induce the population of Narino to accept gold coins. 10 

8 Weston, p. 21 2 ‘Weston, pp. 1 13, 129 ‘‘Weston, p 41 

5 Weston, p. 103 °\Ve.»lon, p 106. 'Weston, p. 50. 

8 Weston, p* 160 u West on, pp 127, 129 

10 A, C. Veatch, Quito w Bogota (London, 19! "), pp. 95-8 
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ARROWS AND GUNS AS CURRENCY IN BRAZIL 

During the early period of colonization cattle served as a medium of 
exchange in a large part of Brazil. Even in comparatively recent times it 
was the currency of the Sertam Indians. Hawkers who travelled about 
from village to village sold theirwares mostly against horned cattle and 
hired people to assist in conveying the cattle to the nearest market. 1 
The use of cattle as a store of value in Ega is indicated by the fact that, 
although there was at the time of the journey of Bates a large quantity 
of cattle in the neighbourhood, beef could only be had when an animal 
was killed by accident. 2 Wealth among the Obydo was reckoned in oxen 
and slaves. A dozen slaves or a few hundred head of cattle were con- 
sidered a great fortune, 3 

In 1726 cocoa, sugar and tobacco served as money in Maranhao. In 
1712 cloves, cocoa, sugar and tobacco circulated as money by Royal 
Decree and the salaries of the troops were paid in this form. Cotton was 
money in Northern Brazil and its withdrawal from commerce for mone- 
tary purposes gave rise to much complaint. 4 

Beads were first introduced by the Portuguese and for some time were 
readily accepted by the Indians in payment for supplies and wages. In 
remote regions they are still accepted. 5 

After the development of rubber plantations, trade guns became a 
favourite means of payment. They were very inferior weapons so con- 
structed that they would be worthless after forty or fifty shots at the 
most, compelling their owners to start working again for the possession 
of a new one. Once in possession of a high-grade gun, no Indian would 
have ever worked on rubber plantations again. 6 

The Karaja Indians employed arrows as a means of payment, also in 
inter-tribal trade. Owing to this, Indians usually possessed a large 
variety of different kinds of arrows. In their trade with whites tobacco 
was used, the unit being a bar of three inches; also glass beads in strings 
containing a hundred. 7 

The Bororo used arrows for monetary purposes. Girls who came to 
men’s houses were paid in that form. 8 

Among the Parresi in Matto Grosso it was the privilege of the upper 

*Henry Coster, Travels in Brazil (2nd Edn., London, 1817), pp. 245-6. 

9 H. W. Bates, A Naturalist on the Amazon (Everyman Edn., London, 1910), p. 287. 

3 Bates, p. 133. 

4 J. F. Normano, Brazil — A Study of Economic Types (Chapel Hill, 1935), p. 166. 

^Alexander Marchant, From Barter to Slavery — The Economic Relations of 
Portuguese and Indians in the Settlement of Brazil, 15004580 (Baltimore, 1942), p. 21. 

fl F. W. Up da Graff, Head Hunters of the Amazon (London, 1923), p. 73. 

7 JF. Krause, In den Wildnisse Brasiliens (Leipzig, 1911), p. 279. 

8 K» v. Steinen, E Inter den Naturvolkern Centralbraslliens, p. 333. Quoted by 
Schurtz, p. 179. 
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classes to own necklaces and string beads. They were in the character of 
a currency and were taken off the bearer when they were used for pay- 
ment for a purchase.® 

Chickens are still said to be used to some extent as a medium of 
exchange. Some tribes of Brazilian Indians never eat chickens — they 
keep them as household pets and trade them. Their value is about two 
cents. 10 

Wax cakes weighing one pound are also said to have been used as 
currency on the Amazon. 11 

9 Max Schmidt, Die Aruaken, p. 54. Quoted by Sven Loven, Origins of the Tanian 
Culture , West Indies (Goteborg, 1935), p.478. 

10 E. P. Hanson, Journey to Manaos (London, 1938), p. 186. 

u Smyth, Journey from Lima to Para f 1836. Quoted by Roscher, p, 357. 
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SNAIL SHELL CURRENCY IN PARAGUAY 

Under the early period of the Spanish rule Paraguay had no currency. 
Her economic system was organized as a planned economy under the 
benevolent despotism of Jesuits, and the primitive communities thus 
organized managed to exist without money. More will be said about this 
system in the Theoretical Section. 

Long after the rule of the Jesuits came to an end, Paraguay remained 
a largely moneyless community. During the late 18th century trade was 
transacted largely by means of barter on the basis of fixed rates. All 
goods were exchanged against each other. Taxes were collected in kind. 
Salaries of bishops, priests, Government officials were in kind. In 
Asuncion everything had its fixed price; buyers and sellers knew these 
prices and observed them. When a housewife wanted to purchase 
candles, she took to the shop a basket containing various goods, such as 
cotton, tea, tobacco, sugar, salt, etc. The seller of candles chose among 
these goods a quantity corresponding to the fixed value of the candles, 1 
Modern money existed, but was used only to a limited extent, mainly as 
a standard of value. Even for that purpose oxen were also used. Dob- 
rizhofer quotes an instance of an altar having been valued at 30,000 
oxen. 2 

It is impossible to confirm Acosta’s claim that the Indians of Paraguay 
had “stamps of yron for coine.” 8 

Very little information is available about the primitive currencies in 
more recent periods. During the early part of this century, compen- 

X M, Dobrizhofer, Geschichte der Abtponer (Vienna, 1783), Vol. I, p. 140. 

a Dobrizhofer, p. 274. 

8 Father Joseph de Acosta, The Natural and Moial History of the Indies (Hakluyt 
Society, London, 1880), p. 189. 
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sation for theft was paid in skins and feathers in the Paraguayan Chaco. 
Buttons cut out of snail shells to a size of an ordinary shirt button are 
claimed to have been used as currency. A necklace of six yards con- 
taining some hundred buttons was the unit and it represented the value 
of one sheep. The scope of this currency was, however, necessarily 
limited because of the Communistic character of the social system of the 
Indian tribes. It was the duty of everybody to share his possessions with 
everybody else . 1 

While most authorities agree that under Jesuit rule Paraguay was 
completely moneyless (apart from the use of money by the Jesuits them- 
selves in payment for imports) Dobrizhofer claims that tea was used as 
a currency, and that taxes were paid in that form. 

*W. B. Grubb, An Unknown People in an Unknown Land (London, 1911), p. 71. 
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OTHER LATIN AMERICAN CURRENCIES 

Cocoa beans were the principal currency of Nicaragua. Their value was 
fairly high. According to Bancroft, a hundred beans bought a tolerably 
good slave . 1 

Copper bells and rattles of different sizes, red shells on string and 
precious stones are said to have served as money . 3 There seems to be 
more foundation to the claim that coconuts passed from hand to hand 
as a currency in the early days . 3 

Among the Venezuelan Indians shells served as money. They were 
used in the form of strings.* 

In Guiana, Amazon stones in the shape of fish or other animals 
were the nearest thing to money the Caribs possessed. One of such 
stones was the price of a slave. Sir Walter Raleigh noticed them on the 
Orinoco. Laurence Keymis says of the Caribs and other tribes who dwell 
on the Arawari below the Oyapok: “Their money is white and green 
stones.” He encountered the same use of such stones on the Corentyn.* 

It has been suggested that tamed wild birds served as a currency in 
Guiana.* 

According to Father Joseph de Acosta, woven cotton was the cur- 
rency in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia . 7 

Bancroft, n, 737. “Bancroft, u, p. 737. 3 J. P. Young, p. U9. 

l Verhandlungen der Berliner Geseilschaft fllr Anthropoiogie (Vol. IV, p. 306). 
Quoted by Schurtz, p. 100. 

*R. Schomburglc, Travels in British Guiana during the Years 1840-1844 (Leipzig, 
1848), Vol. it, pp. 263-4. 

*P. E. Ehrenreich, Sildamenkanische Stromfahrten (Globus, Vo), uat, Brawn- 
schweig, 1892). Quoted by G. Thilenius, Primitives Geld. Archiv ftlr Antropologie, 
xvm, p. 12. 

'Acosta, p. 189. 



OTHER LATIN AMERICAN CURRENCIES 


191 


According to most historians Peru possessed no currency whatsoever 
before the Spanish conquest. The Inca Empire was the most advanced 
Socialist States ever devised and was based on a system of planned 
economy, which obviated the necessity for systematic commercial trans- 
actions, and there was therefore no need for any currency. 8 The system 
is discussed m the Theoretical Section. 

It has been suggested, however, that coca leaves were used in Peru as 
currency. Father Joseph de Acosta who lived in Peru during the 16th 
century says: “We finde not that the Indians in former times used gold, 
silver or any other mettall for money and for the price of things but 
only for ornament . . . they used no gold nor silver to trafficke or buy 
withall and did change and trucke one thing for another as Homer and 
Plinie report of the Ancients. They had some other things of greater 
esteeme which went current amongst them for price and in steede of 
coine ... in Peru they used coca to the same end, the which is a leafe the 
Indians esteeme much,” 8 It was also suggested that under the Inca 
Empire pepper, dried fish, copper, cotton, maize, feathers, salt and 
shells served as currency, but no reliable evidence was put forward in 
support of this statement, which seems to be contradicted by the evi- 
dence of most of the recognized Spanish historians of the 1 6th century. 10 

The Araucan Indians in Chile value green jadeite beads very highly. 
They play the part of a currency. 11 

On various Chilean islands along the Pacific modern money is not 
much in evidence. Darwin recorded that at Caylon and Lemmy tobacco 
was a favourite medium of barter for which the crew of his ship bought 
local products. On Chiloe Island the inhabitants reverted to pure barter 
owing to the scarcity of money, 18 

On the Tierra del Fuego the cheapest variety of Antwerp gin became 
the recognized trade currency during the 19th century. 18 

8 For detailed description of the moneyless economic system of the Inca Empire, 
see Prescott, History of the Conquest of Peru (Everyman Edn., London, 1908), and 
Thomas A. Joyce, South American Archaeology (London, 1912), pp. 101-4. 

®Acosta p 1 89 

10 Baudin, VEmpire Socialiste de Vinca (LTnstitut d’Ethnologie, Travaux et 
Memoirs, Vol. v, Paris, 1928), pp. 174-5. Quoted by P, A. Means, Ancient Civilizations 
of the Andes (New York, 1931), p. 350. 

u Max Schmidt, Die Araaken. Quoted by Loven, p, 475. 

12 Charles Darwin, The Voyage of the Beagle (Everyman Edn,, London, 1906), 
pp. 262 and 266. 

13 W. S. Barclay, The Land of Magellan (New York, 1924). Quoted by F. Riesen- 
berg, Cape Horn (London, 1941), p, 314. 
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PART I: ANCIENT PERIOD 

CHAPTER 1 

PREHISTORIC CURRENCIES 

T he object of this chapter is to provide some characteristic in- 
stances of prehistoric currencies and to discuss them in a general 
way. More detailed treatment of some of these and of many 
others is reserved for the chapters on particular countries. It is outside 
our present scope to build up hypotheses on the prehistoric evolution 
of money. That will be the task of the Theoretical Section. 

Prehistory may be defined as the period in evolution of the “historic 
races” concerning which no contemporary written records have sur- 
vived, even though their existence as races or nations is indicated by 
other forms of evidence. On this basis, monetary prehistory should be 
defined as the period in the evolution of the money of historic races and 
nations for which we have no contemporary written evidence, even 
though its existence is indicated by various other forms of evidence. This 
definition can be accepted with the reservation that it only applies to 
uncoined money. Coins always belong to the historical period even if 
their monetary use is not supported by contemporary documentary 
evidence, because their monetary use is self-evident. In fact, coins may 
themselves be considered as documentary evidence. In the monetary 
sphere the line between prehistory and history is particularly vague. In 
many instances monetary prehistory continues well into early historical 
periods for which written contemporary evidence exists on subjects 
other than money. 

Material concerning prehistoric currencies is gained through archceo- 
logical finds or through written evidence produced in later periods. It is 
difficult to decide which objects found in prehistoric graves or other 
deposits were used for monetary purposes, because the monetary char- 
acter of currencies other than coins is not self-evident. Tools, weapons, 
ornaments or utensils which have survived are to some extent self- 
explanatory. Even in the absence of written records their purpose is 
usually obvious. This is not so in the case of most primitive currencies. 
Many objects presumed to have been used for monetary purposes may 
have been used for a totally different purpose. Thus, rings may have 
been ornaments, rudimentary tools or weapons may have been unfin- 
ished manufactures ; bars of metal may have been stocks of the metal 
trade, Nevertheless, there may be certain indications which reinforce 
the assumption that they served as currency. 
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1 . It is sometimes possible to infer the monetary use of an object from 
its appearance. Occasionally objects are found which do not seem to be 
suitable for non-monetary use, because of their size or shape or some 
other peculiar quality. Certain utensils, weapons, tools or ornaments 
were produced in too large or small sizes for practical use, or m a very 
rudimentary form, or in a corrupted form. If these objects are found in 
relatively large numbers and are more or less uniform, or appear to 
conform to some standard regarding weight or size, it may reasonably 
be supposed that they had served monetary purposes. 

2. The circumstances in which the objects are found may also streng- 
then the likelihood of their monetary use, if large numbers of identical 
objects, or objects conforming to a weight standard, are found together, 
or if they are found in a room known or assumed to have been a treasury 
or if they are found together with coins or other objects known to have 
served monetary purposes, or if unused and used objects are found 
together in fairly large numbers, a circumstance which makes their com- 
mercial or industrial use appear unlikely. 

3. Similarity of objects presumed to have served as a primitive cur- 
rency with those known to have so served in historical times or in 
present-day primitive communities is additional circumstantial evi- 
dence. 

4. Historians of the classical period, known to be reliable, occasion- 
ally refer to the use of primitive currencies during the period for which 
no contemporary records existed. It may be reasonable to assume that 
they based their reference on written records which existed in their 
day but which have disappeared since. Or they may have based their 
reference on information which had survived in tradition during the 
comparatively brief period which had separated them from the time of 
the alleged use of the currencies concerned. 

5. The mythology of early races contains frequent references to pre- 
historic currencies. Likewise, epics or legends, the historical foundations 
of which are partly obscure, contain such references. Without accepting 
them uncritically, they may indicate the nature of monetary systems 
during the periods concerned. For example, the Iliad and Odyssey, the 
Old Testament, the Niebelungenlied, etc., contain references to media of 
exchange and standards of value. Even folklore which does not pretend 
to be anything but fiction may have its use as a source of corroborative 
evidence. 

6. Etymological evidence provides valuable indications pointing to- 
wards the monetary use of certain objects in prehistoric times. When 
the name of a monetary unit is identical with that of some object which 
is believed to have served as currency, there is a strong presumption in 
favour of the monetary use of that object. 

7. The designs on early coins often represent animals or objects which 
are believed to have served as currencies in the communities concerned 
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before they adopted coinage. It is possible, however, that the design 
represented merely the emblem of the community concerned, or that it 
was chosen for some other reason. In fact, some animals appearing on 
coins could not possibly have served as a currency. 

8. The use of certain objects during the historical period for making 
symbolic or token payments (such as the use of the aes rude by Romans 
during the Empire as a token of clinching a bargain) points towards 
their early use as a currency. 

Non-metallic prehistoric currencies could not survive the passage of 
centuries unless they were made of stone, bone, shells, beads or other 
durable substances. Shells are found in prehistoric mounds all over 
Europe, but there is no evidence to show whether they were used for 
ornamental or monetary purposes. The same is true concerning the 
scarabs of burnt clay and aggri beads found in Egyptian graves. Occa- 
sionally in prehistoric finds there is a remarkable abundance of stone 
weapons of a small size or of a shape which precludes their use as 
weapons. 1 For instance, small arrowheads of valuable stone found in 
Japan are believed to have served as a currency during the prehistoric 
period, since they would have been too precious to be shot away, and 
in many instances they were in any case unsuitable for that purpose.* 
Another prehistoric non-metallic monetary system the existence of 
which is supported by adequate evidence is the ox standard of the 
Aegean civilization and Ancient India. 

There is a great deal of material available concerning metallic pre- 
historic currencies. Archaeologists have unearthed a large number of 
specimens in the Aegean, in France, Italy, Great Britain and elsewhere. 
These can be divided into three categories: 

1. Useful objects, usable for non-monetary as well as monetary 
purposes. 

2. Metals changing hands by weight. 

3. Standardized objects of no practical use which change hands by 
number, by weight, or by size. 

Useful objects include cauldrons and tripods which are frequently 
mentioned in Homer. There is no evidence that such objects passed by 
weight. 3 They are more likely to have passed by their capacity which 
appears to have been standardized. 

In a very large number of instances weapons, especially axes and 
double axes, are presumed to have been used as currency. Their mone- 
tary character can seldom be accepted with full certainty, Archseologists 
and metrologists have tried to establish claims that such axes conform 
to some weight standard, but they have not always been convincing. 

x Luigi Carnivali, Probabtle uso delli armi preistoriche quali moneie (Mantua, 
1885), p. 14. 

2 N. G. Munro, Coins in Japan (London, 1905), p. 5-6. 

8 Cambridge Aricient History (Cambridge, 1926), Yol. iv, p 125. 
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Many of them are inclined to adjust the actual weight rather arbitrarily 
to allow for deterioration. The only instances where there is a fair degree 
of probability that axes had been used are those in which the weapons 
appear to be unsuitable for practical use. For instance, in Serbia six 
silver bars in the form of double axes were found without a hole in them 
for a handle. 1 

Mounds situated in a number of places between the Departement 
Indre m France and Berlin contained a number of double copper axes 
with very inadequate holes to be of practical use. 5 Various prehistoric 
sites in Central European have furnished bronze double axes pierced 
with holes too small for a practical handle, obviously only intended for 
stringing them together. 6 The extreme abundance of axes in the pre- 
historic deposits in Brittany and Normandy led Dechcllette to the con- 
clusion that they were used for currency. This assumption was based on 
the fact that many specimens were too weak for practical use. 7 In the 
Cotes-du-Nord alone some four thousand of such axes were found, 
many of them tied together with metal wire. It is also possible, however, 
to account for the abundance of such axes by their use for sacrificial 
purposes alone; but then, the regular use of objects for such purposes 
was apt to develop their monetary use. 

Ingots shaped like double axes were among the most generally 
acknowledged forms of prehistoric currency. According to some 
archeologists they were not meant to be rudimentary double axes at all, 
but imitations of the shapes of ox hides, replacing the latter as a more 
advanced form of primitive currency. Such ingots were found in Myce- 
nee, in Cyprus, in Sardinia and on Euboea in Greece. They also appeared 
on a wall painting in Egypt on the tomb of Thutmosis III (1501-1447 
b.c,) showing the receipt of tribute in that form. There is evidence that 
appears to indicate the monetary use of axes. Schliemann found among 
the treasures of Mycenae two very small thin gold axes, 8 This appears to 
confirm that stores of value or symbols of value assumed the form of a 
battle-axe during the Mycenaean period (2nd millenium). According to 
Hesychius a certain unit of weight in ancient Cyprus was called “axe.” 
This seems to indicate that it was originally the weight of an axe of 
standard size which served as a weight standard for monetary metal. 9 
At Bennwitz, Germany, 294 queer-shaped almost identical axe blades 
were found in an earthenware jar. 10 

4 A, Lissauer, Doppeldxte der Kupferzeit im Westlichen Europa . Zeitschrift fttr 
Ethnobgie (Berlin, 1905), Vol. xxxvn, p, 523. 

5 Cambridge Ancient History , Vol. iv, p, 125, 

G Lissauer, pp. 519-525. 

7 J. Ddchelette, Manuel d'Archeologie Fr&historique Celtiqtte et Gallo- Romaine, 
Part iv, Vol. m (Paris, 1918), p. 254. 

8 H. Schliemann, Mykenoe (Leipzig, 1878), p. 290. 

B T. Reinach, Uhistoire par les mommies (Paris, 1902), p. 26. 

10 A. Gotze, Die trojanische Silberbarren der Schliemann-Sammlung . Globus , Yol. 
LXXI, No. 14 (1897), pp. 218-9. 
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Rings are also a very important form of prehistoric currency, pos- 
sibly the most important form. They appear to have been used in Egypt 
since the pre-dynastic period (4th millenium b.c.). They were found in 
the treasuries of Mycenas 11 and in the Palace of Knossos in Crete. 
Ancient German mythology contains references to rings serving as pay- 
ment of reward, tribute and ransom. 12 Bronze rings have been found in 
large numbers in prehistoric deposits. Some 700 were found in Silesia, 
1,200 in Hauteville, Switzerland and 542 in Krendorf, Bohemia. 13 In 
Ireland, brass rings were found in immense quantities. 14 Indeed, rings 
have been found among prehistoric remains in most countries of Europe 
and the Near East. In Bohemia and Hungary open bronze and copper 
rings were found which were too large for ornamental use. 16 

The claim that such rings had served as money is by no means uncon- 
tested. According to many archaeologists they were merely ornaments, 
or a convenient way of storing metals. In some cases the fact that the 
rings are very crudely finished reduces, however, the likelihood of their 
ornamental use. Another piece of evidence tending to reinforce the claim 
the prehistoric rings were used for monetary purposes is their known 
monetary use in historical times in Egypt and elsewhere. The large num- 
ber of rings found in the same spot in many deposits seems to indicate 
that they served at any rate as a store of value. Last but by no means 
least, the use of rings in present-day or recent primitive communities 
appears to confirm their monetary use in prehistoric periods. In parti- 
cular, open rings known as manillas used as currency throughout West 
Africa are nearly identical with those used in Ireland in Celtic times. 
Some of the open rings simply consist of bent pieces of wire. In Ireland, 
for instance, a number of small gold rings were made of gold wire of 
even thickness cut into lengths of equal weight and bent into shape. ld 
In many instances the wire is not made into the shape of plain rings but 
into spirals or coils. In Mycenae, together with gold rings, gold wire, 
both round and square, was also found. 17 Gold, bronze and sometimes 
silver spirals were found together with bars and Roman coins in various 
deposits in Central Europe. 18 In Sweden, too, gold wire in spirals was 
found buried, obviously serving monetary purposes. 18 

u Schliemann, p. 403. 

12 M. Much, Baugen und Bingen — Bine Studie iiber das Ringgeld und seinen Gebrauch 
bei den Germanen , Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft (Vienna, 1879), 
VbLjx,p.H8. 

13 K. Regling, p. 215. 

14 Sir William Betham, On the Ring Money of the Celtae and their System of 
Weights (Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy, May 23rd and June 27th, 1836) 
(Dublin, 1837), VoL xvn, p. 11. 

15 R, Forrer, Die aegyptischen , kretischen , phoenikischen, etc . Gewichte und 
Masse der europdischen Kupfer s Bronze und Eisengeit . Grundlagen zur Schaffmg 
ewer prdhistorischen Metrologie ( Jahrbuch der Gesellschaft fur lotharmgische 
Geschichte und Alter tumskunde. Metz, 1906), Vol. xvm, p. 46. 

u Betham, p. 10. 17 Schliemann, p. 403. 18 Regling, p. 215. 

19 Oscar Montelius, Die Kultur Schwedens in Vorchristlicher Zeit 2nd Edn. (Berlin, 
1885), p. 125, 
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Unstamped metallic bars are yet other instances of prehistoric cur- 
rencies, The best-known instance is the discovery of six silver bars by 
Schliemann in the second lowest layer of the Hill of Hissarlik. He con- 
sidered this layer to be the remains of Homeric Troy, so that on this 
assumption the bars must have originated around the 14th century b.c. 
These bars are tongue shaped, 30 In Ancient Britain (1st century b.c.) the 
iron bars referred to by Julius Csesar as serving for currency assumed the 
form of unfinished swords. 21 Dumps and drops of precious metals may 
also be included among the various forms of ingot currency. 22 There 
were, for example, what Robert Eisler describes as proto-monetary 
silver dumps found in Knossos. 33 Finally, broken or chopped metals 
are also assumed to have been used as a medium of exchange by weight 
during prehistoric periods. 

North Alpine Celtic finds include gold dumps which may have been 
used for monetary purposes. Among the objects left behind by the lake 
dwellers of La Tene, Switzerland, there are date-shaped lumps of gold, 
and also similarly shaped lumps of bronze, which are believed to have 
been used as currency during the 1st century b.c . 24 

An even more advanced form of prehistoric currency is represented 
by the various discs and roundels found by Schliemann in Mycenae, 36 
and by other archaeologists. These objects indicate a distinct progress 
towards coinage. They do not appear to have served any practical non- 
monetary purpose, and approach therefore the idea of modern money. 
All that was needed to achieve this end was the seal of some authority 
to guarantee the weight and fineness of these primitive coins. Indeed, it 
is conceivable that the uniform design of these discs and roundels im- 
plied such a guarantee. This guarantee was actually expressed by means 
of a punchmark in the 7th century b.c. in Lydia. And since King Gyges 
(686-656 b.c.), to whom the invention of the first coins is attributed, is a 
legendary rather than an historical figure, it may be said that coinage 
actually originated in prehistory. 

The evidence referred to above is admittedly too scant and too vague 
to indicate the way in which the various supposed monetary systems 
worked. But then, by its very nature prehistory cannot be expected to 
convey information of a character that can be conveyed only by 
written text. For this reason, prehistoric currencies are of archaeological 

M G5lze, pp. 215-6. 

sl Julius Csesar, De Bello Gallico , V, xu. 

3 *Sir Arthur Evans, Minoan Weights and Mediums of Currency from Crete , 
Mycence and Cyprus (Corolla Numismatica— Essays in honour of Barclay V. Head, 
London, 1906), p. 354, 

23 Robert Eisler, The introduction of the Cadmeian Alphabet into the Ancient 
world (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 1923), p. 54, 

24 R, Forrer, Keltisches Munzwesen (Reallexikon del Vorgeschichte, Berlin, 1926), 
Vol. vi, p. 303. 

86 L N. Svoronos, Les premiers monnales (Revue Beige de Numismatique, Brussels, 
1908), p, 440. 
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rather than of economic inteie^i. even though they assist towards the 
elaboration of theories on the 01 igin of money and the caily phases of 
its evolution. 


cii aph R 2 

COPPER UNIT OF ACCOUNT IN ANCIENT EGYPT 

Information about the monetaiv system of Ancient l£g\pl leaves much 
to be desired. Egyptologists dealing with the subject base their con- 
clusions mostly on a small number of instances shown by documentary 
evidence, spread over the entire period of Ancient Egvpt covering over 
3,000 years. In most instances some uncertainty pi c\ ails even about the 
meaning of the scant texts a\ tillable on die subject, owing to discre- 
pancies in transliteration and translation. In any case thcie aie big 
blanks between the facts; for periods running into many centuries no 
information whatever survived concerning the monetary system. 

All students of Ancient Egypt agree that money played a very limited 
part in her economic life. The large majority of the ordinary people had 
probably existed without the use of money in any form, and ii must have 
played a subordinate part even m the life of the minority that employed 
it to some extent. While during the more advanced period contact 
with other countries must have led to the use of money in foicign trade 
to some extent, in internal economy money icmaincd of relatively 
small importance almost until the end of the Empitc. The reason usually 
given for this is that Ancient Egypt had a controlled economy under 
which the productive activities of the population weie planned by the 
Government which also managed the distribution of the proceeds of 
production. 

Taxation was levied in kmd, presumably because Jt was easier to 
collect. Everybody had to contribute to the Treasury a certain peiccn- 
tage of his output, whatever that happened to be. As a result of this 
system the Government accumulated vast quantities of goods of every 
kind, and these supplies were disti'bulcd among those dependent on the 
Government. 1 The possession of large reserves of goods gave the 
Government immense economic power m addition to its political power. 
The redistribution of the wide variety of objects collected in taxation 
constituted one of the most important functions of the Egyptian State. 
The word which Egyptiologists usually translated “subject” means 
literally “eater of rations.” 2 This doe-> not mean that in Egypt everybody 
depended on the rations distributed bv the Government. The peasants 
lived on the products of their labour— whatever was left over after the 
ruthless collection of heavy taxation in kind. There were independent 

X G, Maspcro, The Dawn of Civilization (London, 1S94), p 284. 

a E. J. Simcox, Primitive Civilizations (London, 1894), Vol. i, p. 68. 
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merchants, artisans, artists. There were autonomous feudal estates, 
more or less self-sufficient. It was the army of scribes, priests, soldiers, 
artisans in the cities, Court functionaries and the town populations in 
general, that were recipients of rations allocated to them by the admini- 
strative machine of Pharaoh. 

Above all, the large number of workmen engaged in public works, 
slaves or conscripts, were fed and clothed with the aid of these allo- 
cations. By far the most important of these public works during the old 
Empire was, apart from the construction of dams and other works for 
the irrigation of the Nile, the construction of the Pyramids and temples. 

It is a frequently repeated commonplace that the Kings of the IVth 
Dynasty (c, 3100-2965 b.c.) had reduced their country to poverty by 
exhausting the Treasury in building pyramids, temples and other non- 
productive monuments. The meaning of this statement should be clearly 
understood. Under the Egyptian economic system there was no need for 
the kings to use financial resources to finance such public works. They 
were executed with the aid of slave labour or conscript labour, and the 
workmen were fed out of the proceeds of taxation in kind. Financial 
resources proper did not have to play any part, except in so far as the 
decoration of temples or tombs required imported materials or the work 
of free artists or artisans. 

Nevertheless, the view that excessive public works had exhausted the 
resources of the Empire and had led to the downfall of the IVth Dy- 
nasty is substantially correct. It simply means that the granaries and 
other storehouses of the Treasury had become depleted, because an 
unduly large proportion of workmen was engaged in public works 
instead of being engaged in agricultural or industrial production, and 
an unduly large proportion of the goods collected from the rest of the 
population had to be used up in feeding them. 8 In this respect Ancient 
Egypt’s position did not differ fundamentally from that of modern com- 
munities with a fully developed money economy. In our days, as then, a 
country is apt to become depleted of consumers’ goods if an unduly 
large proportion of its productive capacity is devoted to unproductive 
public expenditure, or even on productive capital expenditure if it does 
not increase immediately the output of consumers’ goods. The difference 
is that, thanks to our modern methods of production, it now takes less 
time to make good the deficiency in consumers’ supplies than it did in 
Ancient Egypt, 

To judge by the above description, it might appear as though the 
economy of Ancient Egypt was entirely moneyless. In reality this was 
not so. Money played a certain part in Egyptian economy. There was a 
fair amount of trade, judging by the frequent representation of market 
scenes on wall paintings and references to them in documents. Most of 

3 This aspect of the economics of Pyramid building was clearly brought out by 
Sinicox (pp. 68-70). 
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the objects which changed hands at markets were goods for simple 
everyday requirements ; they changed hands mainly by way of barter. 
For instance, a pair of sandals was offered for a string of beads or for 
some measures of grain . 4 To a large extent, however, a common deno- 
minator was used to facilitate the barter. This common denominator 
was the unit of weight of copper, the uten, or utnu , or deben, or tabnu, 
(as it is variously called by various writers), and its sub-division the kit, 
or chat, or kedet. 

Writers dealing with this subject disagree about the role played by 
this unit. According to Maspero, copper and gold rings representing a 
multiple or sub-division of the units of weight, actually served as a 
medium of exchange . 5 * In small transactions payment was made, he 
claims, in the form of such rings. It was only in large transactions that 
payment was made in goods specified in a sort of invoice in which beds, 
sticks, honey, oil, big axes, and garments all figured as equivalents for a 
bull . 5 All these objects were reduced to the common denominator, their 
value in terms of deben or chat. For instance, an ox was purchased for 
a hundred and twenty deben \ payment included an ornamental stick 
worth twenty-five deben, a simpler stick worth twelve deben, eleven jugs 
of oil worth ten deben, etc. Various types of sticks or staves recur so 
regularly in these invoices of barter 7 that it is permissible to speculate 
whether they constituted a limited medium of exchange. A widely- 
quoted transaction was the sale of a house by a scribe to a priest. The 
price was paid in various pieces of furniture valued in terms of chat . 8 

It is thus beyond doubt that metals played the part of a standard of 
value. The question is to what extent metals, either in the form of rings 
or in other form, played the part of a medium of exchange. According 
to some authors both deben and chat were units of weight pure and 
simple. This seems somewhat doubtful, however, in view of the fact that 
in many inventories the units representing the weight of various kinds of 
metals and other objects or materials aic added together in a grand 
total . 9 There would be no point in adding together the weight of gold, 
silver, copper and malachite without allowing for the difleicncc in their 

4 P. Montet, Les Scenes de la Vie Priv&e duns le s Tombeaux E^ptiens dc PAncwn 
Empire (Paris, 1925), pp. 323-325. 

5 Maspero, p. 324. According to E. Meyer. Kleinc Sclnifien (IJallc, 1924) srone 
weights of 3, 4, 6, 50 rings were found. Accoiding to Brandis (Den Mini 7-, Mass-, 
und Gewichtswesen in Vorderasien, Berlin, 1866, p. 182), rings of gold, sveh as those 
in the Leyden Museum, were used as a basis of exchange Monte; (La uc quoddiemw 
en Egypte au temps des Ramsits, Paris, 1946, p. 168) ininks the monc'iiy use or 
metals increased after the release of large accumulations thiough the pillrgc of tombs 
and temples during the penod of decline. 

“Maspero, p. 324. 

’A. Ermann and H. Ranke, Aegypten und aegypthches i.eben im A her mm 
(Tubingen, 1924), p. 590. 

8 J. Pirenne, Histoire des Institutions et du Dioir Pure dc T Anaemic Lg)ptc 
(Brussels, 1934), Vol, n, p» 343. 

9 J. H. Breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt (Chicago, 1906), Vol i\, pp 365-6. 
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relative value, It seems more probable that the unit represented the 
weight of one metal only and the figures relating to the other metals 
represented their equivalent in terms of the weight of that metal. 10 

All authors agree that when metals were actually used in payment 
they were weighed on each occasion. There were no stamped rings or 
ingots which were accepted by tale. Egypt was very late in adopting 
coinage and continued to use uncoined metal in her commercial trans- 
actions long after other Mediterranean countries had adopted coinage. 
It was not until her invasion by Persia (525 B.c.) and subsequently by 
Alexander (322 b,c.) that coinage was introduced. Until then, and to a 
large extent even during the period of Persian occupation, coins that 
found their way into Egypt were chopped up and changed hands accord- 
ing to weight, in the same way as in Madagascar in modern times. 

Originally copper was probably the main, if not the only, monetary 
metal. Several writers on the subject conceived the notion that copper 
in the form of rings or bent wire, constituted the circulating medium of 
Egypt. They based this view on a mistaken idea about the volume of 
copper that was available for monetary purposes, or indeed for any 
purpose. The German Egyptologist Lepsius was largely responsible for 
giving rise to this misconception by making an exaggerated estimate of 
the copper output of the Sinai Peninsula. Subsequent investigations of 
the slack heaps by mining and metallurgical experts have led to the con- 
clusion, however, that these copper mines could only have yielded 
relatively modest quantities of metal. 11 Some experts even hold the view 
that the total output of these mines over the entire period could not have 
exceeded a few thousand tons. 1 * Evidently, even though copper was a 
precious metal, such a relatively small quantity could not have sufficed 
to serve as a circulating medium in the Egyptian Empire during a long 
period, especially as a large part of the output was used for non-mone- 
tary purposes, 

There is also written evidence to indicate that in one period at any 
rate copper was a very scarce metal in Egypt. In a letter of the King of 
Elishah (Cyprus) to the King of Egypt, written during the 14th century 
B.c., the former informed the latter that “a present to my brother I have 
sent ... as copper (or bronze) is not common in thy midst.” 18 In this 
and many other texts, copper and bronze is expressed by the same word, 
so that it is impossible to say which metal was referred to. 

10 J. B. McLean takes the view that the dehen expressed not only weight but the 
result of a calculation of weight and bulk, indicating the gold contents of the objects. 
(The Origin of Weight. Numismatic Chronicle, 4th Series, London, 1912, Vol. 
xn, pp. 340-1 .) 

u This question was carefully re-examined by Rickard, J. de Morgan, and more 
recently by A, Lucas, Copper in Ancient Egypt (Journal of Egyptian Archaeology, 
Vol. xm, 1927). 

n A. Lucas, op. cit.y claims that the total of copper objects found in Egypt by 
archeological research weighs barely a few tons. 

18 C R. Conder, The Tell el Amarna Tablets (London, 1893), pp, 171-3. 
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To some extent at any rate copper was actually used, however, as a 
means of payment. According to the Papyrus Anastasi a grant of a 
hundred uten of copper was distributed to the garrison of the fortified 
town of Pa-Ramses in lower Egypt in order to enable the men to cele- 
brate the visit of King Minephtah (XIXth Dynasty, c. 1225 b.c .). 11 In 
all probability, however, the volume of copper available was not nearly 
sufficient to cover the requirements of the limited volume of trade trans- 
acted. This may account for the fact that copper was used mainly as a 
standard of value in which payments were calculated but not actually 
made. 

The fact that copper was not widely used for payment seems to be 
indicated by its complete absence from the only tax list we possess. It 
was found in the tomb of Rekhmire, Vizier during the reign of Thutmosis 
III (15th century b.c.) near Thebes. The taxes paid over to him by local 
officials in Upper Egypt included gold, hides, apes, bows, staves of 
cedarwood, chests of linen, oxen, silver, bead necklaces, garments, grain, 
calves, pigeons, honey, loaves and many other objects, but no copper. 1 * 
It stands to reason that, had copper been in common monetary use, 
some of the taxpayers would have contributed their dues in that form. 

Evidence of actual payment in copper is indeed very scant. There is 
the instance of Amenem Epe’s letter instructing his pupil Pives to pay 
over to the Temple of Heliopolis fifty debens of copper. 1 * It seems pos- 
sible that the various wall-paintings showing market scenes in which 
metal rings were exchanged are concerned with payment made in copper 
rings. During the New Empire (c. 1580-525 B.c.) there was evidence of 
increased use of copper, judging by the large quantities shown in lists 
of Pharaoh’s contributions to the Temple. 17 

Regarding the shape in which copper was used as currency, there is 
reason to believe that originally it was coils of copper wire. The hiero- 
glyphic sign for money is, in fact, the ideograph of a bent wire. Never- 
theless the ring form must have been adopted at any early stage, in fact 
the term deben which was already in use in the Old Empire, means 
“circular” or “encircling.” 18 In tombs of the first four Dynasties stone 
weights were found in terms of deben.™ The rings were not stamped but 
weighed on each occasion, even though they conformed to some stan- 
dard. A wall painting in Thebes from the time of Thutmosis III (1501- 
1447 b.c.) shows the weighing of such rings. They continued to be used 
during the Middle Kingdom and the New Empire. 80 Subsequently ingots 
of various shape were used, also chopped coins and scrap metal. 

“Francois Lenormant, La Monnaie dans VAntiquite (Paris, 1878), Vol. I, p. 95. 

“Breasted, Vol. n, pp. 718-745. “Ermann and Ranke, p. 137. 

“Breasted, Vol. rv, pp. 363-5. 

“Arthur E. B. Weigall, Catalogue General des Antiquitis Egyptiennes du Mush 
de Caire (Cairo, 1908), p. m. 

“Regling, p. 214. The stone weights bore the sign of the ring and a figure showing 
the number of rings they represented. 

“Regling, p. 214. 
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There is much evidence for the quotation' of prices in terms of copper. 
Lenormant has compiled a list of prices from various original sources 
showing that an ox was worth a hundred and nineteen uten (or deben ); 
a goat two deben ; a pair of ducks a quarter of a deben; a knife three 
deben ; a razor ten deben ; ten pieces of cloth twenty-five deben ; five 
measures of honey four deben ; eleven measures of oil ten deben ; a 
tanned hide two deben ; etc. 81 A bronze vase weighing twenty deben was 
valued at fifty deben, the difference being accounted for by the labour 
expended on it. The valuation m itself shows that deben was not a mere 
unit of weight. The wages of workmen engaged by temples were given 
at five deben per month in addition to rations of grain. 88 Temple servants 
are on record as having complained in the reign of Ramses IV (1172- 
1 167 B.c.) that over a period of thirty-one years they had to deliver skins, 
sticks, paper, hoes, corn and flour, mostly valued in deben. 13 The ease 
with which it is possible to find instances of price quotations in copper 
unit seems to show that copper was widely used as a unit of account. 

It seems probable, on the other hand, that gold was used more exten- 
sively as a medium of exchange than copper. Egypt was the leading gold 
producing country of that period. In addition to the gold resources of 
the Eastern Desert, large quantities were obtained from the mines of 
Nubia (Northern Sudan) and Kush (Southern Sudan). The mining of 
gold and of copper was a Government monopoly. Egypt also received 
vast quantities of gold in the form of tribute from defeated or intimi- 
dated kings. Gold was used very extensively also for ornaments. While 
the quantity of copper objects found in ancient remains was relatively 
small, very large amounts of gold objects were found in those tombs 
which escaped the greed of tomb robbers. Judging by the lists of presents 
contained in various documents, gold was used for the manufacture of 
ordinary implements and arms, even though owing to its softness it was 
most unsuitable for such purposes. 

Above all, gold was extensively used in foreign trade, which during 
the greater part of the Old and Middle Kingdoms consisted mostly of 
exchanges of presents between Kings of Egypt and other rulers. The 
Tell el Amarna correspondence (14th century B.c.) contains a wealth of 
material concerning these exchanges. These archives of the “Foreign 
Office” of the Middle Kingdom are full of begging letters by various 
princes who looked upon Egypt in the same way as the United States is 
looked upon in our days by less richly endowed countries: as the chief 
source of financial assistance. 

A letter by Burraburias II of Babylonia to Amenopbis IV (c. 1367- 
13S0 b.c.) of Egypt contains the following passage: “Let my brother 
send me much good gold that I may use it for my work. And the gold 
which my brother will send, let not my brother leave it to the officer. 

n Lenormant, Vol, i, pp. 95-6. 

“Lenormant, Vol, i, p. 97. “Ermartn and Ranke, p. 138. 
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But let the eyes of my brother see it and let my brother seal it and send 
it. The former gold which my brother sent, because my brother did not 
look to it but an officer of my brother sealed and sent it , , . when I put 
them in the furnace did not give out full weight.”* 4 It is not quite clear 
from this text whether it was the actual rings or ingots that were sup- 
posed to be sealed by Pharaoh. If so, they would provide a very early 
instance of State-guaranteed bullion. 

Tusratta, King of Mitanni, in a lettci lo Amenophis III (c. MOO- 
1367 b.c.) demanded in no uncertain teims a great deal of gold: “So 
let my brother send gold in very great quantity without measure . . . for 
in my brother’s land gold is as plentiful as dusL. May the Gods so direct 
that although now in the land of my brother gold is so plentiful, lie may 
have gold ten times more plentiful than now .” i5 

That there was a definite system of reciprocity in tins exchange of 
presents is indicated by a letter fiom an unknown Syrian Piincc, con- 
taining the following passage: “And as far as gold needful and my 
father has brought gold, and whatever my lord and lather has said to 
be needful I am pledged to send it.” 2 * 

Evidently gold was a kind of cuircncy for international trade, even 
though that trade assumed the primitive form of exchange of presents. 
There is considerably less evidence to show what exact part it played in 
the internal trade of Egypt. Already in the Old Kingdom under the 2nd 
Dynasty (c. 3350-3200 b.c.), an annual inventory was made for fiscal 
purposes of everybody’s holding of land and gold. From ibis bare fact 
Dykmans has inferred some extremely lar-rcaching conclusions about 
the monetary part played by gold during those early days. 27 While gold 
must have changed hands extensively In large transactions, there is no 
evidence to show whether it was considered a commodity or a currency. 
During the New Empire silver began to play an increasing pari, but in 
this respect again there is no adequate evidence to enable us to ascertain 
its monetary functions, The records of Temple incomes in the Harris 
Papyrus contain an item of 4,203 Men , 7g kit rcpieseming the silver 
received in exchange for objects of imposts sold by the Temples over a 
period of thirty-one years. 28 

The question is how far the monetaiy metals affected economic life 
in Ancient Egypt, and how far they constituted the factor making for 
progress and power* Beyond doubt there is some connection between 
the output of monetary metals, as far as it can be estimated, and the 
general conditions in Ancient Egypt. The periods during which mining 
activity appears to have been at its highest were the reigns of the 4th 
(c. 3100-2965 b.c.), 12th (c* 2200-2000 b.c.), 18th (c. 1580-1350 

u Tell el Amarna Tablets , edited by S. A. B Mcicer (Toronto, 1939), pp. 24-5. 

26 Mercer # p. 73. 36 Conder r- 176. 

S7 G. Dykmans, Bistoire Economigue et Soclah de VAncienne Egypt e (Pans, 1936). 

28 Breasted, Vol, iv, p, 99, 
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B.c.) and 19th (c. 1350-1200 b.c.) Dynasties. 20 It is very tempting to 
infer from these facts the conclusion that, as Egypt’s power was also 
at its highest under these Dynasties, the Pharaohs concerned owed their 
power to the increased volume of money in their possession and that 
their country was prosperous because of the larger volume of money 
available to finance production and consumption. We have to be care- 
ful, however, to avoid an uncritical application of modern economic 
experience to the totally different conditions prevailing in Ancient 
Egypt. For there is no possible means of knowing how far the increase 
of mining output was a cause of the power of the Pharaohs and how far 
it was an effect. 

Mining in those days was a difficult undertaking. It required the 
despatch of an expedition, usually headed by the Vizier or Pharaoh 
himself, to the Sinai Peninsula or to Nubia beyond the Cataracts, or 
across the Eastern Desert, or even further afield across difficult countries 
inhabited by hostile peoples. Until a comparatively late period the 
working of the copper mines in Sinai or of the gold mines in Nubia was 
far from continuous. Only a strong Pharaoh was in a position to send a 
big expedition with adequate military escort to work the mines for a 
limited period. Elaborate road building and the digging of water holes 
in the desert was also necessary in order to secure the safe arrival of the 
expedition to its destination, and its safe return with the output. Under 
weak rulers Egypt was not in a position to carry out such undertakings, 
and consequently her resources of gold and copper inevitably declined. 
As a result, weak rulers tended to become weaker, while strong rulers 
tended to become richer owing to the revival of the mining activity 
which they were able to bring about thanks to their power that had 
already existed prior to the increase of their mining output. 

Beyond this, it would be unwise to accept superficial conclusions on 
the connection between the changes in the volume of gold and copper 
resources of Egypt and the ups and down of her fortunes. As we saw at 
the beginning of this chapter, owing to a peculiar economic and social 
system that operated in the country for thousands of years, money 
necessarily played a relatively subordinate role as an economic factor. 
Its system of production did not require the stimulus of an increasing 
volume of currency, and consumption was largely regulated by the 
Government. Nevertheless, money was required in Ancient Egypt, not 
so much for internal economic purposes as for the requirements of wars 
and of foreign policy. Armies operating abroad and garrisons occupying 
conquered countries which had some kind of money economy were 
obviously in need of money. This is clearly indicated in the Tell el 
Amarna correspondence. The hapless Rib Addi, Governor of Gebal, 

**For detailed accounts of mining activities during these periods the reader is 
referred to T. A. Rickard, Man and Metals— A History of Mining in Relation to 
Civilization (New York, 1932), Vol. i % passim* 
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Syria, bitterly complained in a series of letters about lack of financial 
assistance by Ikhnaton (c. 1386-1369 B.c.). In one of his letters he says: 
“There is no silver to give for horses ... I have no chariots and I have 
no horses to proceed against the King’s enemy.” 30 

Gold played a very important part in the relations between Pharaoh 
and the kings of the Asiatic mainland. Their support often depended on 
Pharaoh’s ability to satisfy their greed for gold. Internally, too, the 
supply of monetary metal at Pharaoh’s disposal necessarily influenced 
his political position. A large part of his revenue consisted of the output 
of mines and of tributes paid by subject races. In possession of large 
metallic resources he was able to reward his supporters generously, and, 
above all, he was able to keep on the right side of the all-powerful 
Priesthood by means of generous presents to the Temples. As some 
Pharaohs had to learn to their cost, this was an essential condition of 
political stability. In this sense, the quantity of the monetary metals, 
limited as their monetary role was, played an important part in deter- 
mining external and internal political power and stability. And since 
economic prosperity largely depended on such political factors, it must 
have been also influenced indirectly by the fluctuation of metallic out- 
put. But this does not mean that the metallic output determined econo-, 
mic trends in the modern sense — in the Keynesian sense, we may say — 
by leading to corresponding trends in the volume of production, through 
its effect on the volume of money available for trade. 

That the absence of a highly developed monetary system was not due 
to lack of knowledge of the existence and working of such a system is 
evident from the fact that foreign invaders of Egypt found it difficult to 
popularize the use of coins. The Persians, and subsequently the Greeks, 
introduced their own coinage, but its circulation remained confined to 
foreign colonies and to the wealthiest classes. The large masses of the 
population continued to base their economy on the old system. 

When the Ptolemies (323-30 b.c.) sought to introduce their own coin- 
age, they encountered a similarly unresponsive attitude. Realizing the 
impossibility of popularizing coinage, the State authority under the 
Ptolemies endeavoured to make the best of the monetary use of grain 
which was highly developed during their era. Various obligations to the 
Government were made dischargeable by payments in grain (wheat or 
barley). It seems reasonable to assume that some monetary use was 
made of grain long before the Ptolemies, but there is no adequate evi- 
dence in support of this assumption. On the other hand, there is ample 
documentary material about the activities of the grain banks introduced 
by the Government during the 4th century b.c. By that time private 
banks dealing in coined money were already highly developed. The 
Government granaries engaged also in credit transactions of an even 

ao Mercer, p. 363. 
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more diversified character than those of the private banks.* 1 These 
Government granaries were scattered all over the country and the 
Ptolemies converted them into an elaborate banking system with its 
centre in Alexandria. They received taxes and rents in grain and effected 
payment in grain on behalf of the Government. They also acted as 
agents for private persons. They accepted deposits and effected transfers 
of corn on behalf of their clients. 33 The transfers were made mostly in 
wheat, less often in barley. In the numerous documents dealing with 
these transfers no reference was made to quality. The only differentia- 
tion was between the produce of the various seasons’ harvests. 83 Private 
persons wanting to open an account had first to pay in a grain deposit. 
They were then entitled to issue cheques against these deposits in terms 
of grain. The cheques were negotiable and their bearer was entitled to 
present them to any Government granary. 34 The system continued also 
during the Roman period (30 b.oa.d. 639), at any rate during the early 
centuries. 

The example of the Egyptian grain banks shows that a primitive cur- 
rency lends itself to a high degree of development in the hands of a 
culturally advanced people. The probable reason why the Egyptian 
people preferred this system to the universal adoption of coined money 
was partly conservatism and partly the shortage of coins. 38 The extent to 
which grain played a monetary part is shown by the fact that in the 
archives of a large Egyptian estate under the Ptolemies money accounts 
and grain accounts were almost equal in importance. Since Egyptian 
economy was based on grain from the very early days, it stands to reason 
that grain must have played an important part in barter and may have 
risen to the rank of the leading medium of exchange, or at any rate of a 
subsidiary commodity-currency of a kind adopted in Babylonia during 
the same period. 

It has been suggested by various writers that scarabs and aggri beads 
found in Egyptian tombs, many of them originating from the pre- 
dynastic period, had served as currencies. This is, however, pure con- 
jecture without any evidence, whether documentary or circumstantial, 
in support of the claims. 

U M. Rostovtzeff, The Social and Economic History of the Hellenistic World 
(Oxford, 1941), Vol. I, p. 403. 

32 Rostovtzeff, Vol. in, p, 1286. 

33 F. Preisigke, Girowesen in Griechischen Aegypten (Strasbomg, 1910), p. 69. 

34 Preisigke, pp. 128-9. 36 Rostovtzeff, Vol. I, p. 403. 

CHAPTER 3 

BARLEY AND SILVER MONEY OF BABYLONIA AND ASSYRIA 

Money was much more highly developed in the valley of the Tigris and 
Euphrates than in the Nile valley, Babylonia had also a highly advanced 
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legal system during the 3rd millenium, which contained elaborate pro- 
visions on various monetary transactions. 

There was much more free commerce in Babylonia and Assyria than 
in Egypt. Foreign trade was more highly developed. By her geographical 
position, Babylonia was bound to be in close contact with the neigh- 
bouring states. Home trade, too, was highly developed, as shown by a 
wealth of documentary material inherited by posterity. The use of a 
unit of account developed at a very early stage. The transition from 
natural economy to monetary economy advanced very far already dur- 
ing the 3rd millenium, and by the time of the 1st Dynasty of Babel (c, 
2225-1926 b.c.) the process was largely completed. 1 Not only did the 
monetary use of grain and metals develop considerably, but it led also 
to the evolution of a remarkably advanced credit system. Above all, the 
currency became legal tender, and there is evidence that in many in- 
stances silver ingots were actually stamped — though apparently not by 
State authority— to testify their weight or fineness. 

Babylonia provided a characteristic instance of the existence of a 
dual system of currency. Copper, and subsequently silver, and at a later 
phase gold, played the part of the principal currency, but barley also 
fulfilled an important role. The fact that the weight of the shekel was 
equal to that of 180 grains of barley seems to indicate that barley pre- 
ceded silver as the principal monetary unit. From the beginning of the 
historic period the two currencies functioned side by side both as a 
standard of value and as a medium of exchange. They were used for 
special payments and served to an almost equal degree as a standard of 
deferred payments. A ratio was officially fixed between them, and in 
many instances payment was allowed to be made in either, at the payer’s 
option. Nevertheless, over a long period silver was definitely the prin- 
cipal currency and barley an important subsidiary currency employed 
to facilitate business transactions, especially in rural districts, in face of 
a shortage of silver. Copper preceded silver as the monetary metal, and 
remained a subsidiary currency right to Assyrian times. 

It is difficult to form an opinion whether the use of silver as a standard 
of value preceded its use as a medium of exchange. Evidence on its 
former use dates back to the 28th century b.c. On a stele of Manishtusu 
(c. 2792-2784 b.c.), of the Dynasty of Akkad (c. 2872-2575 b.c.) there is 
detailed information about land bought by that king. The price of each 
field was first given in grain, then converted into silver at the rate of one 
gur of grain being equal to one shekel of silver. For instance, the value 
of one field is given as 12,780 gur of grain and its silver value is three 
talents and thirty-three mince of silver. 2 This calculation is made in each 

*W. Schwenzner, Das geschdftliches Leben im alten Babylonien {Der Alter 
Orient, Vol. xvi, No, 1, Leipzig, 1916), p. 5, 

*Jacques de Morgan, Delegation en Perse , Yol. n, p. 24. VoL vm, p. 19 et . seg. 
Quoted by B. Meissner, Babylonien und Assyrien (Heidelberg, 1920), Yol. r, p. 355. 
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case of land purchase, but the price of movables such as wool, oil, slaves 
and copper implements is given in silver only. 3 On the other hand, docu- 
ments dating from the Ur Dynasty (c. 2400-2100 b.c.), contain conver- 
sions also of the price of movable goods. 4 5 

As in Egypt so in Babylonia and Assyria business was largely tran- 
sacted by barter, especially during the early period ; and the money value 
of the goods bartered was only reckoned in order to facilitate the tran- 
saction. On a slab of black basalt dating from the reign of Marduk- 
Nadin-Akle (1106-1101 b.c.) details are given of the purchase of a field 
for “760 silver” (the name of the unit is not given). Payment was made 
according to a detailed list including a chariot valued at a hundred units 
of silver, six harnesses reckoned as three hundred units, a cow, thirty 
units; thirty measures of wheat and other products, a hundred and 
thirty-seven units; two dogs and ten puppies, twelve units, etc. 6 In 
another instance eight slaves were sold for fifty-eight gold shekels and 
were paid for in the form of a hundred and twenty gur of grain, five 
young oxen, five donkeys and one and a half talent of wool. 6 

Evidence showing the use of metals, especially silver, as a medium of 
exchange is plentiful. The metal used for that purpose was not cut into 
rings or coils of wire as m Egypt, but was melted into small ingots which 
were passed from hand to hand by weight and were tested for fineness 
on each occasion. “To weigh” was the term used for payment in metal, 
while “to measure” indicated that payment was made in grain. 7 The 
standard unit of weight was the shekel ; sixty shekels were a mina and 
sixty mince a talent. The shekel and the talent which came to be known 
subsequently as coins or monetary units, first originated as units of 
weight just as the pound was a unit of weight long before it became a 
monetary unit. 

As a general rule, silver was used mainly in transactions in towns and 
grain was used in rural economy. 8 Their use as means of payment was 
regulated by the Code of Hammurabi (c. 2123-2081 b.c.), that remark- 
able legal system elaborated during the 3rd millenium b.c. According 
to this Code, payment for hiring oxen or field labourers was made in 
grain; but surgeons, veterinary surgeons, artisans, brick-makers and 

3 The price of a slave girl is given as 13 shekels. Cambridge Ancient History , The 
Golden Age of Hammurabi , by R. Campbell-Thompson (Cambridge, 1924), Vol. i 
p. 520. 

4 G. Reisner, Temple Urkunden aus Telloh , Nos. 102 and 103, quoted by Meissner, 
p. 355. 

5 J7 Oppert and J. Menant, Documents juridiques de la Syree et de la Chaldie 
(Paris, 1877), pp. 122-3. 

6 Ungnad Orientalistische Litteraturzeitung , October, 1906. Quoted by E. Meyer, 
Kleine Schriften (Halle, 1924), pp. 90-1. 

7 Maspero, pp. 749-50, 

8 M, Jastrow, The Civilization of Babylonia and Assyria (Philadelphia, 1915), 
p, 326. According to Sir Leonard Woolley, The Sumerians (Oxford, 1925), p. 117, 
for local dealings values were geneially reckoned in barley, but for large sums and 
for distant trade, gold and silver were more workable standards. 
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tailors were paid in silver* In at least one instance drastic penalty is 
enacted against merchants insisting on payment in the wrong currency. 
According to Article 108: “If a wine-seller does not receive grain as the 
price of traffic but have wish to receive money (or silver) . * . they shall 
call that wine-seller to account and they shall throw her into the water.” 9 

The fact that the price of grain in terms of silver fluctuated in sym- 
pathy with the price of other commodities seems to indicate that silver 
was the main currency. Meissner compiled some interesting informa- 
tion, based on documentary evidence, about the fluctuations of the ratio 
between grain and silver. Officially one shekel of silver was supposed to 
be equal to one gur of grain. In reality this ratio seldom corresponded 
to the market price of grain, During the earliest period recorded only 
240 sila of grain was obtainable for one shekel (300 sila being equal to 
one gur). At the time of Hammurabi this figure declined to between 150 
and 180, while during the turmoil towards the closing phase of the 1st 
Dynasty (20th century B.C.), it was down at 90. During periods of famine 
the price of grain rose to 20 sila per shekel at the time of Nabu-Mukir- 
Apal. When Babylon was beseiged by the Assyrians under Tukulti- 
Ninurta (1256-1233 b.c.) only three sila was obtained for one shekel of 
silver in the “black market.” Under the regime of Assurbanipal (668- 
626 b.c.) the purchasing power of silver recovered to 234 sila , while m 
the new Babyloman Empire (626-539 b.c.) the ratio was on the average 
180. After the conquest of Babylonia by Persia (539 b.c.) the price of 
grain rose to between 15 and 40 sila per shekel 10 The price of dates 
showed similar fluctuations, Likewise the price of oil tended to rise in 
terms of silver currency. 11 In geneial it seems to be correct to say that, in 
the long run, silver tended to depreciate in terms of commodities, 
including grain. 

The monetary character of silver was reinforced by the stamping of 
the ingots to guarantee their weight and/or fineness, The exact signifi- 
cance of the stamping of silver ingots to which reference is made in many 
contracts is far from clear. It has been suggested that reference to sealed 
silver in various cuneiform texts only meant that the ingots were en- 
closed in sealed sacks. This seems to be unlikely, however, since often 
the word “sealed” was used with reference to very small sums. 12 Refer- 
ence is made in documents originating during the 1st Dynasty to silver 
stamped with the seal of Babylon or of certain other towns. Whether it 
means that the authorities of these towns guaranteed the silver content 
of the ingots or simply that the weight given in the document conformed 
to the standard of weight used in those towns, cannot be ascertained. 13 
Some 1,500 years before the supposed invention of coinage by Lydia, 

9 R. F, Harper, The Code of Hammurabi (Chicago, 1904), p. 37. 

10 Meissner, Vol. r, p. 362, lx Meissner, VoL I, p, 363. 

18 C. H. W. Johns, Babylonian and Assyrian Laws , Contracts and Letters (Edin- 
burgh, 1904), p. 253, 

13 Meissner, Vol. i, p. 356. 
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silver ingots in Babylonia were stamped in mapy instances with the 
image or superscription of the god whose temple is supposed to have 
guaranteed their fineness. 14 If both weight and fineness were guaranteed 
by the State authority, the ingots would constitute, for all practical pur- 
poses, coined money, so that it would be correct to claim that money in 
’ the modern sense of the term was invented not by Lydia in the 7th 
century B.c., but by Babylonia in the 3rd millenium. The evidence so far 
available seems to indicate, however, that the guarantors were local 
authorities, temples or private merchants. It was only in Cappadocia (a 
dependency of Assyria) that we have come across early instances of 
State-sealed ingots. 

There is a reference in a Babylonian contract to payment of “fifty 
shekels of white silver in single shekel pieces.” 15 This clearly indicates 
that silver ingots were cut into equal pieces representing a shekel and 
multiples of the shekel 

Another striking feature of the Babylonian system was the highly 
developed credit system. In this respect Babylonia reached a very ad- 
vanced stage already during the 3rd millenium. This is indicated by the 
provisions contained in the Code of Hammurabi about debts and 
deposits. Judging by documentary evidence from a period preceding 
Hammurabi’s reign, it seems that his Code merely regulated an existing 
practice which may have already been in operation for centuries. Loans 
were granted regularly both in silver and in grain. Payment was usually 
due at the next harvest. 16 Loans were granted in many instances by the 
temples, which appear to have played the part of banks. In the commer- 
cial city of Sippar, the Sun God (acting through his priests) was the chief 
banker. Special Priestesses, amongst them Royal Princesses, kept the 
Sun God’s accounts and did business also on their own account. Very 
frequently the loans were free of interest. 17 The temples lent goods 
from their enormous stores, and these loans were repayable in kind. 
Particularly frequent were advances of corn, oil, wine, wool and slaves. 
Interest was only charged on overdue accounts, but judging by docu- 
mentary evidence, most loans were repaid punctually. 18 

Merchants, too, were systematically engaged in lending both in silver 
and in grain. 19 Interest was usually charged on such loans, the statutory 

14 A* T. Olmstead, History of Assyria (New York, 1923), p. 537, 

16 J. H. Stevenson, Assyrian and Babylonian Contracts (New York, 1902), p. 97. 

10 Cambridge Ancient History (Cambridge, 1924), Vol. i, p. 528. 

17 B. Meissner, Aus den Altbabylonischen Recht (Der Alter Orient, Vol. vn, No. L, 
Leipzig, 1905), pp. 14-5. 

18 C. H. W. Johns, Cuneiform Inscriptions Chaldean , Babylonian and Assyrian . 
Collections contained in the library of J, P. Morgan (New York, 1908), p, 18. 
According to Bernhard Laum (Die Banken im Altertum Handworterbuch der 
Uatsw issenschaften, Jena, 1924, Vol. vi, p. 106), during the Kassite period remit- 
ances were made out of grain accounts with temples. 

„ 19 In a judgment of Hammurabi, a Governor is ordered to repay 30 gur of com he 
borrowed from the merchant Ilisu-ibi for three years, and interest thereon (L. W. 
King, The Letters and Inscriptions of Hammurabi , London, 1903, p. 32). 
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rate being twenty per cent per annum. In practice interest rates were at 
times higher and it was usual to charge twenty-five per cent on loans in 
silver and thirty-three and a third per cent on loans in grain. 20 

There were some remarkable instances of a combination of barter and 
credit transaction with an option to the debtor to pay in money. For 
example, a slave dealer sold slaves for future delivery, against immediate 
payment in oil by the Temple Treasury of the Sun God, The value of the 
oil and of the slaves was assessed at one-third mina and two-thirds 
shekel . If the slaves were not delivered m one month their money value 
had to be paid instead. 21 

Bills of exchange were in regular use in Babylonia. They were written 
on clay tablets. Lenormant reproduced the translation of a number of 
such bills, 23 which contained the essential features of modern bills: — 
the name of the drawer and the drawee, the amount involved, the place 
of payment, the date of maturity and the amount of interest. In some 
instances the documents assumed the character of a cheque rather than 
a bill. 

In Assyria lead was the original currency and remained in use long 
after Babylonia advanced from copper to silver currency. At Assur, the 
capital of Assyria during the 14th and 13th centuries B.c., Andra^ found 
lumps of lead stamped as if for use as currency. He also found roundels 
of buttons that apparently were used as token money by temple courte- 
sans. 31 Olmstead claims that Assyria used proper coins long before their 
adoption by Lydia. Possibly he may have in mind the sealed ingots of 
Cappadocia referred to above. 24 

In Assyria as m Babylonia bills of exchange were widely used. An 
unusual feature of Assyrian business deals was the inclusion of a para- 
graph in the contract under which any of the parties starting a legal 
action arising from the deal had to deposit a large amount of silver and 
gold for the duration of the action. These clauses indicate that gold, too, 
was used as a currency in the later phases of Assyrian history, Assyrian 
contracts frequently substitute for a given weight of silver a number of 
“Ishtar heads,” that is, ingots molten in the image of the god Ishtar. 85 

To what extent did the economic life of Babylonia and Assyria depend 
on their very elaborate monetary and credit systems? Owing to the fact 
that the economic system was not State-controlled to the same extent 
as in Ancient Egypt, its smooth functioning undoubtedly required an 
adequate volume of currency. There are several passages in the Tell el 
Amarna correspondence which might easily be interpreted as indicating 
that public works in the 14th century b.c. were held up unless the 
rulers of Babylonia or Assyria succeeded in receiving gold from 
Egypt. In a letter to Amenophis III (c, 1400 b.c.), ICadasman-Enhil I 

^Woolley, pp. 117-8. 2i Meissner (1905), p. 9. 

a, Lenormant, Vol, 1, pp. 113-122. 89 Rickard, Vol. i, pp, 153*4. 

2A 01matcad,pp. 537-8. * B Stevenson> PP* 43, 73, 77> 1 % 81, 



216 


HISTORICAL— ANCIENT PERIOD 


of Babylonia says : “And as to the gold of which I have written thee, 
gold as much as (there is), which, before thy messenger comes to 
me, now quickly, during this harvest either in Tammiz or in Ab, send it, 

that I may complete the work which I have undertaken And if thou 

do not, in Tammiz or Ab, send the gold (so that) I cannot complete the 
work which I have undertaken, why shouldst thou then later send any- 
thing. When I have completed the work which I have undertaken why 
should I then desire gold? If thou shouldst send me then 3,000 talents of 
gold I would not receive it and would send it back to thee and I would 
not give thee my daughter to wife.” 20 There are similar passages also in 
other letters asking for gold. 

It is tempting to infer from such passages that in Babylonia, just as 
under the modern gold standard, the execution of public works was 
frequently dependent on the possibility of financing them with the aid 
of gold imported from abroad. Fortunately a letter by Assurballit I 
(1380-1335 B.c.) to Amenophis IV (c. 1375-1360 b.c.) corrects this false 
impression: “A new Palace which I am beginning I will finish. Gold as 
much as its decoration and its requisites demand send.” 27 In this in- 
stance, at any rate, gold is obviously needed not for the financing of the 
construction of the Palace but simply for the purpose of being physi- 
cally used for its decorations. It is, to say the least, possible, and even 
probable, that the demands for gold in other instances served a similar 
purpose. The Kings of Babylonia, as the Kings of Egypt, were in a 
position to build palaces and temples by the use of slave or conscript 
labour and with the aid of materials collected in taxation. The gold they 
received from Egypt was not used for the payment of wages, or for the 
purchase of food to feed the slave workmen, or for the purchase of 
bricks, but simply for decorative purposes, and for “requisites,” which 
may mean golden dishes, goblets, etc. 

That the gold received from Egypt was not wanted in Babylonia for 
monetary purposes appears to be indicated by the long letter from 
Burraburias to Amenophis IV : “Now my brother has sent two manahs 
of gold as my present. Now behold there is plenty of gold sent by thy 
father and as there is enough sent which thy father sent, why should you 
send two manahs of gold? I have received now much and exceeding 
much gold piled up in the Temples of the Gods. Gold enough is sent 
but thou, whatever is needed in thy land, send and let it be taken by 
thee.” 28 

If the gold had been regarded as a monetary reserve, there could never 
have been enough of it, let alone too much. It is presumably because 
during that period gold in Babylonia was used mainly for ornamental 
purpose that Burraburias — who on other occasions was not at all re- 
luctant to ask Amenophis for more gold — felt he had more than enough 

2 4 Mercer, p. 15. 27 Mercer, pp. 60-1. 

28 Conder, p. 176. 
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of this costly raw material for temple decoration. As the concluding 
sentence in his letter implies, the principle of reciprocity was m opera- 
tion, and gold could not be imported without having to part with some- 
thing for which there may have been more pressing need at home. 

It was not until a later period that gold increased in importance as a 
monetary metal in Babylonia and Assyria. Already earlier in the Kassite 
period (c, 1743-1187 b.c.) in many instances prices were given in gold, 
but payment was made mostly in kind. 20 

It seems probable that, although silver was the main monetary metal, 
the quantity of silver available for monetary purposes did not play a vital 
part in the economic life of Babylonia. After all, if the Government or 
private individuals were short of silver, they could always fall back upon 
barley as a means of payment, and if they were short of barley too, they 
could transact business by means of barter based on values expressed in 
silver. In fact, following on the sack of Babylon by the Hittiles (c. 1758 
b.c.), silver became a mere unit of account (probably because there was 
not enough of it left to go round) and payment was made in grain, and 
to some extent in slaves, domestic animals, weapons and garments. 30 As 
we saw above, a large part of the credit transactions was not in terms of 
silver, nor even in terms of grain, but in non-monetary commodities, 
oil, wine, wool, bricks and even slaves. Under such a system monetary 
requirements must have been highly elastic. They could easily be adap- 
ted to the quantity of silver available. Nevertheless, judging by the rising 
secular trend of commodity prices in silver, it seems probable that, 
taking a long view, the quantity theory of money was valid. 

While in Ancient Egypt the State refrained from intervening in the 
monetary system which was allowed to develop without official inter- 
ference, the Babylonian and Assyrian rulers took an active hand from 
very early times. They were anxious to regulate prices, and made efforts 
to prevent rises by means of price control. 

a0 E. Meyer, p. 90. 

S0 G. Glotz, Aegean Civilization (London, 1925), p. 195. 


CHAPTER 4 

SEALED INGOTS IN CAPPADOCIA 

Cappadocia is believed to have been the first country which is known to 
have used ingots stamped by the State authority. There is documentary 
evidence to show that between 2250 and 2150 b.c. such ingots were 
employed' regularly in commercial transactions. 1 

Sidney Smith, A Pre-Greek Coinage in the Near East ( Numismatic Chronicle , 
London, 1922. 5th Series, Vol. ii), pp, 178-184. 
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Early documents from Cappadocia frequently refer to payments of 
sums that have been paid or are to be paid in money “of my seal,” “of 
your seal/’ “of the seal of so-and-so.” 3 Sidney Smith draws attention to 
its actual metallic value. He bases this claim on the text of a bill of 
exchange which stipulates that if payment of the sum of forty-two mines 
of refined silver is not made in two hundred and thirty days after a 
certain date, interest shall be paid at the rate of one shekel per mina per 
month. “On a mina of the house of Garu (a kind of magistrate) they 
shall return one and one-eighth shekels and pay the silver.” 3 Tins seems 
to indicate that for officially stamped silver there is an additional interest 
or premium of one-eighth shekel per mina. If this interpretation is cor- 
rect it means that monetary metal of guaranteed fineness was lent at a 
higher rate of interest. What matters is that at that early period there 
were silver ingots in use with official seals. 

On the ground of this evidence, credit for the invention of State- 
guaranteed money must be given to Cappadocia. Her stamped silver 
ingots differ from the gold dumps produced by the King of Lydia 1,500 
years later in degree only. There is no evidence whether the officially 
stamped Cappadocian ingots aimed at uniformity in weight, and 
whether the seal of the magistrate guaranteed a certain standard fine- 
ness. In any case, since the early coins changed hands mostly by weight 
they did not differ fundamentally from officially sealed ingots ; and the 
fineness of early coins also varied widely. 

Although there is no evidence to show whether the officially stamped 
silver ingots were legal tender in Cappadocia, there was obviously no 
need for making their acceptance compulsory, since they actually com- 
manded a premium against privately stamped ingots. 

The metals used for monetary purposes were pre-eminently silver and 
copper. Although lead was an important article of commerce, it does 
not appear to have assumed, as in Assyria, the character of money, 4 

*Smith, p. 182. 

8 Cuneiform Texts from Cappadocian Tablets . Plates 2, 11, pp, 1-20, Quoted by 
Smith, p. 183. 

4 Sidney Smith, Early History of Assyria (London, 1928), p. 160. 


CHAPTER 5 

SHEEP AND SILVER CURRENCY IN THE HITTITE EMPIRE 

To judge by a code of law originating from the 14th century B.c., 
weighed silver played the part of currency during that period in the 
Hittite Empire. 1 A very advanced system of price fixing appears to have 
been in force. The unit was the shekel \ or rather the hdlf-shekel, in terms 

l F. Hrozny, Code Hittite * provenant de VAsie Mimure (Paris, 1922). 
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of which prices and wages were fixed in the code. 1 The price of meat 
provided the only noteworthy exception from this rule. It was fixed in 
terms of sheep and fractions of sheep instead of silver. This seems to 
indicate the existence of a sheep-unit during an earlier period. Since the 
price of the sheep itself was fixed by the code in silver, in practice the 
difference between the fixing of the price of meat and other objects was 
only a matter of form. 

The price of domestic animals was fixed in fractions of half -shekels* 
(Articles 185B and 186), So was the price of agricultural products 
(Article 185 A), though certain payments were made in grain. For in- 
stance, blacksmiths were paid in grain for copper plates according to 
the weight of the utensil (Articles 160-161). The wages of most free 
artisans were ten half -shekels (Article 176 A), those of slave artisans six 
half -shekels (Article 239). On the other hand, agricultural labourers 
were paid in measures of barley (Article 158). 

Penalties were fixed in some instances in terms of slaves, but in most 
instances in weights of silver, in terms of half-shekels or, in the case of 
larger amounts, in mince. 1 

Gold seems to have been reckoned also in half -shekels. Correspon- 
dence between a Hittite King and a Syrian King refers to a tribute of 
three hundred half-shekels of gold, payable every year. 5 

The Hittite Empire provides an outstanding example for the multiple 
currency system during the ancient period. Although silver was the main 
currency, sheep, grain and, to some extent, slaves played the part of 
subsidiary currencies. 

While Hrozny’s translation gives all price and wage quotations in shekels , a 
more recent work by L. Delaporte, Les Hittites (Pans, 1936), quotes everything in 
hal f-shekels. 

3 Delaporte, p. 237, remarks that Babylonia and Assyria counted in whole shekels. 
Some six centuries later, however, a much-quoted observation of Senacherib refers 
to the ease with which he could mint half -shekels, which seems to indicate that by 
that time at any rate the half -shekel was a popular unit in Assyria, 

*Delaporte, pp. 222, 226. 

8 K. Bittel, Die Ruinen von Bogazkoj (Beilin, 1937), pp. 77-78. 


CHAPTER 6 

LIVESTOCK AND WEIGHED SILVER MONEY OF THE JEWS 

The Jews of the early biblical period were mainly pastoral and it would 
seem possible, therefore, that at some time in their early history the sheep 
or the lamb constituted a monetary unit. The only evidence pointing in 
that direction is etymological: the word kesitah (lamb) is used in the Old 
Testament on some occasions in a sense indicating a monetary unit. 1 It 
has been suggested that the kesitah was a coin bearing the impression of 
a lamb or a sheep, but there is no evidence of the Jews having used any 

'Genesis, xxxm, 19; Joshua, xxrv, 32. 
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coins at all during such early periods. It seems much more likely that 
kesitah meant a certain weight of silver equal to the price of a lamb, and 
that its use was a survival from the period when the monetary unit was 
the lamb. The fact that the word mikhne means “purchase” and also 
“livestock” 2 appears to support this theory. 

It seems probable that livestock constituted the principal store of 
value of the early Jews, On his return from Egypt Abraham (c, 2000 
B.c.) was described as having been “very rich in cattle, in silver and in 
gold.” 8 The various forms of wealth were possibly mentioned here in 
their order of importance. There is further evidence in the Old Testament 
to show that Abraham’s tribe was becoming over-stocked with live- 
stock, which is almost invariably the difficulty of pastoral communities 
using their livestock as their currency, or at least as their store of value. 
In a well-known passage in Genesis , it is stated that the grazing land in 
Canaan was becoming inadequate for the flocks and herds of both 
Abraham and Lot and, to avoid strife between their herdsmen, Abraham 
suggested that they should part company and move their herds in 
opposite directions. 4 

The quotation concerning Abraham’s wealth on his return from Egypt 
shows that already during that early period (c. 2000 b.c.) the Jews used 
metals as a store of value. There is also evidence in the Old Testament 
indicating the use of silver as a medium of exchange. When Abraham 
purchased the cave of Machpelah, he “weighed to Ephron the silver, 
which he had named in the audience of the sons of Heth, four hundred 
shekels of silver current with the merchants.” 5 That slaves were paid for 
in silver is indicated by a reference in Genesis : “He that is born in thy 
house and he that is bought with thy money (or silver) must needs be 
circumcised.” 8 The Ishmaelites, on their way from Gilead to Egypt, to 
whom the sons of Jacob sold Joseph, paid for him “twenty of silver.” 7 
At a much later period Solomon (c. 970 to 933 b.c.) purchased chariots 
from Egypt for “six hundred of silver” each and horses for “hundred 
and fifty” each. 8 

According to the laws of Moses, the value of men and cattle, houses, 
fields and provisions, was expressed in silver. 9 This is the nearest indi- 
es. Ejges, Das Geld im Talmud (Vilna, 1930), p. 14. 

s Genesis , xtu, 2, also Genesis, xxiv, 35. # ^Genesis, xm, 6-9. 

5 i Genesis , xxni, 16. As this frequently quoted passage is sometimes translated 
as “four hundred shekels money current with the merchants” it is well to lecall that 
in Semitic languages “money” and “silver” are identical. It is perhaps also advisable 
to point out in this connection that, owing to the possibility of anachronism through 
the corruption of texts of the Old Testament by more recent interpolations, 
conclusions based on it must be treated with some reserve, 

*Gene$is % xvn, 13, 

7 Genesis, xxxvii, 28. In this instance as in a number of other instances, the 
unit is not named in the text. 

*1 Kings, x, 29. 

'Leviticus, xxvn, 3 et seq . ; Leviticus , xxvn, 14 et seq,; Numbers in, 47 et seq.; 
Deuteronomy , n, 6, 28 ; xiv, 25-26. 
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cation to show that silver was also used as a standaid of value, though 
there is no evidence that it was used as a unit of account to facilitate 
barter, as was the practice in Babylonia and Assyria; nor did it serve 
as a standard for deferred payments to anything like the extent as it 
did in those countries. 

Silver was used extensively as a means of unilateral payments. Abime- 
lech 5 King of Gerar, gave Abraham “thousand of silver.” 10 The Philis- 
tines bribed Delilah with “eleven hundred of silver” to find out the 
source of Samson’s strength. 11 Fines and compensations were regulated 
in terms of silver. 12 Contributions to the Temple were also made in the 
same form. 13 Tribute also was paid mostly in the form of silver or gold. 14 
In the 7th century b.c. the Kingdom of Judah paid to Egypt a tribute of 
“hundred talents of silver and a talent of gold.” 15 King Solomon was 
alleged to have received yearly “six hundred three score and six talents 
of gold.” 10 

Gold was used extensively as a store of value, but its main use was 
decorative rather than monetary. Hiram, King of Tyre, supplied Solo- 
mon with gold for the decoration of the Temple of Jerusalem on two 
occasions, to the amounts of a hundred and twenty and four hundred 
and twenty talents respectively. 17 The second amount was said to have 
come from the mysterious gold producing land of Ophir, to which the 
Phoenicians sent expeditions from time to time. There is no evidence 
that this vast influx of gold led to any increase in its monetary use. 
Silver remained throughout the principal medium of exchange. 

The shekel , which was the monetary unit, was originally a unit of 
weight, as in Babylonia. Presumably when m the text of the Old Testa- 
ment no unit is named in connection with payments of silver the figures 
referred to are shekels. Until a very late period, coins were unknown in 
the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah. 18 Silver, and to some extent gold, 
assumed the form of ingots changing hands by weight. The Jews are 
known to have possessed scales which may be presumed to have served 
solely for weighing precious metals. This was the practice also in other 
countries of Western Asia where ordinary merchandize changed hands 
by hollow measure, by number or by size, and only gold and silver and 
possibly other metals were weighed. Nevertheless, it is believed that ring 
money was not altogether unknown. The servant of Abraham gave to 

^Genesis, xx, 16. 11 Judges, xvi , 5, 18. 

12 Exodus, xxi, xxii, lz Exodus , xxx, 13, 15 ; xxxvrn, 26, 

14 II Chronicles , xvn, 1 1 . 

»II Kings, xxui, 33 ; II Chronicles , xxxvi, 3, 

lfl I Kings, x, 14; II Chronicles , ix, 13. The amount of six hundred and sixty- 
six is probably figurative; it must have been chosen to indicate what was considered 
a very large amount. It is not likely to be correct, for it would be larger than the 
revenues of the whole Persian Empire under Darius, according to the estimates of 
Madden. 

17 I Kings , ix, 11, 14, 28. These amounts, too, appear to be exaggerated. 

18 T. Remach, Jewish Coins (London, 1903), p, 2. 
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Rebecca “a golden ear-ring of half a shekel weight and two bracelets for 
her hands of ten (shekels) weight/' 18 The fact that the ring and the brace- 
lets conformed to the shekel standard appears to indicate the possibility 
of their monetary use. This does not mean that these rings changed 
hands by tale; in all probability they were weighed on each occasion. 
Nevertheless the fact that they were produced to represent a fraction or a 
multiple of the shekel must have faciliated transactions in them. An- 
other indication that rings were a medium of exchange, or at any rate a 
store of value, is contained in the Book of Job , where it is stated that 
when Job was visited by his friends, each gave him a piece of money and 
an ear-ring of gold. 20 It stands to reason that such a number of rings as 
he may be presumed to have received was not meant for his personal use 
as ornament. 

There are also indications that pieces of silver were cut to conform to 
the shekel standard. While coins were not known to have been issued 
until after the return of the Jews from their Babylonian captivity (537 
B.c.), there must have been in fairly common use pieces of silver of equal 
size, presumably without any stamp guaranteeing their weight or 
fineness, but possibly stamped by the seal of merchants. The existence of 
such unofficial “coins" appears to be indicated by various references in 
the Old Testament to the use of purses. There is a reference in the Old 
Testament to qmrtsr-shekelsJ* Contributions to “men of God" were 
made in the form of such pieces of silver. That the pieces of silver used 
as money were weighed is indicated by the passage in Genesis on the 
return of the money taken by the sons of Jacob when coming to Egypt 
to purchase grain. They found the money “of (full) weight." 38 

References to pieces of gold also occur in the Old Testament . An 
emissary sent by the King of Syria to the King of Israel “took with Mm 
ten talents of silver and six thousand pieces of gold and ten changes of 
raiment." 34 The change of raiment must have been a popular unit for 
the purpose of presents or payments, but it has not been suggested that 
it was a monetary unit. 

It seems that the monetary system of the Jews prior to the adoption of 
coinage reached a fairly advanced stage. No reliable information is 
available how its evolution had affected prices and the economic system 
in general. It seems that the Temple was used during the early period 
largely as treasury, 26 but also as a bank as in Babylonia, at any rate to 
the extent of receiving money for safe keeping, and that the lavish use 
of gold for decorative purposes in the Temple served partly the object of 
accumulating a monetary reserve for emergency. When Hezekiah had 

^Genesis, xxrv, 22. i0 Job f xlii, 11. 

n Kings , v, 23; xtr, 10; Proverbs , i, 14. 

aa I Samuel , ix, 8. “Behold I have here at hand the fourth part of a shekel of silver/ 1 

38 Genesis , xun, 21 ; a4 II Kings, v, 5. 

** Joshua, vi, 19, 24. 
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to pay a tribute of three hundred talents of silver and thirty talents of 
gold to the King of Assyria (around 700 b.c.) he “cut the gold from the 
doors of the Temple of the Lord, and from the pillars.” 5,3 Banking and 
credit was not developed to any extent comparable to that of Babylonia 
and Assyria — indeed the Jewish system under which the charging of 
interest was forbidden 27 did not encourage the development of a credit 
system. The explanation of the ban on interest was that lending was 
supposed to be regarded as charity, not business. 28 In cash transactions, 
however, a fairly advanced form of money was used, which only differed 
from coins by the absence of an official seal that would make them 
acceptable by tale instead of having to be weighed on each occasion. 

International trade was transacted largely if not exclusively by means 
of barter. King David (about 1010-970 b.c.) paid King Hiram in wheat, 
barley, wine and oil for timber and other materials needed for building 
the Temple of Jerusalem. 29 

a6 II Kings, xvm, 16. 

27 Exodus , xxii, 25; Leviticus , xxv, 36; Deuteronomy, xxm, 20. 

28 A. Bertholet, A History of Hebrew Civilization (London, 1926), p. 221* 

^Rickard, Vol. i, p. 266. 


CHAPTER 7 

SLOW DEVELOPMENT OF COINAGE IN PHOENICIA AND 
CARTHAGE 

Information about the early monetary system of Phoenicia is scant. 
Coins were not used until the middle of the 5th century b.c. Prior to 
that, it is assumed that in Phoenicia, as in the neighbouring countries, 
goods were bartered according to their value in terms of weighed metals, 
and that subsequently ingots, weighed at each transaction, became the 
medium of exchange. 1 Babelon’s assumption is that the monetary system 
of the Phoenicians, as that of the Syrians, was substantially the same as 
that of the Jews. There is evidence to show that tribute was paid by the 
Phoenicians to Egypt during the reign of Thutmosis III in the form of 
gold rings and bars. The Old Testament abounds in references to the 
vast wealth of Phoenicia in gold and silver and to transactions carried 
out in gold with the Jews. 2 

Vast quantities of gold were imported by Phoenician seamen from 
distant lands including the mysterious Ophir. For the most part they 
were used for the production of ornaments, especially bracelets. One 
end of the Phoenician bracelets was left open. Such objects were exported 
in large quantities to Celtic Ireland, to the west coast of Africa and other 

1 G. Conlenau, La Civilization Phornicienne (Paris, 1926), p. 214. 

a I Kings, DC, 11, 14, 28; X, 11; II Chronicles , vm, 18; Zacchorias, IX, 3; Ezekiel , 
xxviii. 
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distant overseas countries. There is no reason to suppose, however, that 
they played then the part of money in trading relations between the 
Phoenicians and the importing countries. Presumably they were simply 
objects of barter. It is only subsequently that they appear to have been 
adopted for internal monetary purposes by the importing countries. 

Many historians and numismatists have commented on the fact that 
Phoenicia was comparatively late m adopting coinage. They consider it 
strange that coins should have been invented by Lydia, a predominantly 
pastoral community, instead of Phoenicia, one of the most highly com- 
mercialized communities of all times. Various theories have been put 
forward about the reason why the Phoenicians preferred to do their 
international trade without the use of coin. According to Lenormant 
Phoenicia traded, for the most part, not with civilized peoples who would 
understand the use of coin, but with primitive savages . 3 This explanation 
does not seem to be convincing for the Phoenicians did not use coined 
money even in their trade with the most advanced peoples of their 
period ; nor was it adopted for their internal use until a comparatively 
late period. 

According to Burns the reason was that, while Lydia and other 
nations which preceded Phoenicia m adopting coinage had transacted 
most of their foreign trade by land, Phoenicia traded almost entirely by 
sea. When trading by means of caravans it was important to keep 
down the bulk and weight of the means of payment intended to pay for 
the goods to be purchased abroad. This consideration did not play such 
an important part in sea-borne traffic . 4 It is even argued by several 
authors that from the point of view of sea transport it was positively 
an advantage to carry a substantial cargo both ways instead of carry- 
ing money one way and a goods cargo the other way only. This argu- 
ment again is not very convincing. Phoenicia was actively engaged in 
gold trade with other countries, and from the point of view of the weight 
or the bulk of the cargo it does not make any difference whether the gold 
was transported in the form of dust or bars or bracelets or coins. 

The real reason is presumably that during the centuries separating 
the invention of coins and their adoption by Phoenicia coins were of 
relatively little use in foreign trade. Confidence in the primitive coins of 
that period was not sufficiently established to induce foreign nations to 
accept them by tale. Nor would the Phoenicians, with their reputation 
for exceptional sharpness in business dealings, have inspired sufficient 
confidence abroad to initiate the practice. Throughout the Hellenic 
world and also in other parts of the Mediterranean area their name 
stood, rightly or wrongly, for unscrupulous dealing, and their seal might 
not have been accepted too freely as a guarantee of fineness. As a general 
rule only subject nations accepted the coins of their rulers without 

3 Lenormant, Yol. i, p. 124. 

4 A. R. Bums, Money and Monetary Policy in Early Times (London, 1927), p. 53. 
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questioning their weight and fineness. In trade between independent 
parties, gold coins, and even silver coins, were invariably weighed on 
each occasion, and their fineness was also tested. That being so, there 
seemed to be little advantage to be gamed in international trade by 
taking the trouble to coin the metal instead of using it as means of 
exchange m forms less expensive to produce. 

Admittedly this theory does not account for the absence of coins in 
Phoenician internal trade; but then her internal trade was a bare fraction 
of her foreign trade. The explanation put forward by Burns 5 that 
Phoenician inland trade was well served by the method of using metals 
by weight is probably correct. 

Even after the adoption of coined money in Phoenicia, her colony, 
Carthage (9th to 2nd century b.c.), continued to trade without the use 
of coins. Her first coins were minted in Sicily in about 410 B.C., and were 
based on Sicilian standards; their sole object was to finance military 
operations on that island. It was not until much later (about 340 b.c.) 
that Carthage began to issue coins for internal use in Africa. 0 

According to Aristide, 7 TEschines 8 and other classical sources, Car- 
thage had adopted a strange type of leather currency. An object, the 
nature of which was unknown to the classical authors writing on the 
subject, was said to have been wrapped into leather and sealed, and 
circulated as a currency. Modern historians disagree whether it was a 
mere emergency currency similar to the leather money used at sieges on 
various occasions in Medieval Europe, or whether it was a normal 
medium of exchange. Nor is there any indication whether it was used 
internally only or whether it circulated throughout the dependencies of 
Carthage, as Bosworth Smith suggests. 9 

It is certain that Carthage, like Phoenicia, transacted foreign trade 
largely, if not exclusively, on the basis of barter. Classical authors give 
an account of an instance of “silent barter” between Carthaginian mer- 
chants and African natives. 10 

5 Bums, p, 53. c Lenormant, Vol. i, pp. 139-140. 

’Aristide, Orat , Platon , n, 145. Quoted by Lenoimant, Vol. i, p. 220. 

VEschines, Dial, Socrat 78. Quoted by R. Bosworth Smith, Carthage and the 
Carthaginians (London. 1913), p. 31 

‘Bosworth Smith, p 31 '-Herodotus IV, 196. 


CHAPTER 8 

INVENTION OF COINAGE IN LYDIA 

Most historians fiom Herodotus onwards agree that L\dm was the first 
counir\ to use coined money at the beginning of the 7th centmv b c. 
The only rival to the somewhat nebulous King G}ges ( *6X6-6 *6 b.c.), 
the founder of the Mermnadc Dynasty, for the claim for the honour of 

p 
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having invented coinage, is King Pheidon of Argos (7748-680 b.c.). The 
difference between the time of the assumed appearance of coins in Lydia 
and in Argos is hardly likely to have been more than a few decades, and 
the chronology of that period is far from being an exact science. In any 
case, the development of the first coin was such a gradual process that 
it is by no means easy to be too categorical about the precise moment 
when rudimentary ingots or dumps of precious metal assumed the 
character of a crude coin. Long before the primitive punchmarked 
dumps of electrum came into circulation in Lydia, such dumps were 
already in circulation either without a seal or with private seals in 
various countries, notably in Knossos during the 2nd millenium b.c. 
Silver dumps of more or less uniform weight found in the Palace 
Knossos bore signs indicating their weight. There is, however, no evi- 
dence to show that, even if these signs served as a guarantee of weight 
and fineness, the Minoan State authority was responsible for engraving 
them on the rudimentary “coins.” The importance of the Lydian coins 
lies precisely in the fact that they provided the first known instance of 
uniform sealed ingots — or at any rate ingots aiming at uniformity — 
issued under the authority of the State. 

Some historians are rather puzzled why Lydia of all countries should 
have been the first to use coinage. According to Hall it is probable that 
the idea was given to the King of Lydia by the Ionian Greeks settled on 
the mainland of Asia Minor. “One could hardly imagine Lydians,” he 
says, “a pastoral people ruled by country squires, inventing anything 
but a new tune on the pipes.” 1 Other authorities maintain, however, 
that Lydia was a centre of land-borne international trade, and seek to 
explain the invention of coinage by commercial necessity. However this 
may be, the fact is that Lydia was one of the leading gold producing 
countries of her period. Gold was washed mostly from river-beds and 
contained a large percentage of silver which explains why the first 
Lydian coins were not pure gold but electrum. 

It is worth noting that the art of ascertaining the fineness of gold 
reached a comparatively advanced stage in Lydia. The touchstone that 
served the purpose of assaying before the invention of more reliable 
methods was known for a long time under the name of Lydian stone, 8 

It would be a mistake to imagine that the Lydian coins bore much 
resemblance to modern coins or even to coins issued by the Greeks and 
other Mediterranean nations during the 6th and 5th centuries b.c. They 
were crude bean-shaped ingots, rather too large for convenient circu- 
lation 3 and much too rudimentary to be accepted by tale. All they bore 

1 H, R, Hall, The Ancient History of the Near East , 8th Edition (London, 1932), 
pp. 533-534. 

2 Encyclopaedia Britannica . Article on “Assaying.” 14th Edn., Vol. n, p. 555. See 
also J. L, Myres, Precious Metals (Lectures at the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
London, 1931), p. 149. 

3 Babelon, p, 226. 
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was a primitive punchmark and there is a difference of opinion whether 
it guaranteed weight or fineness only, or both. It seems reasonable to 
assume that notwithstanding this punchmark, these primitive coins con- 
tinued to change hands by weight and were weighed on most occasions 
even in internal trade. For this reason they may be considered to be on 
the border-line between primitive and modern money. 

We have the evidence of Herodotus to show that long after the adop- 
tion of coinage gold bars of uniform size continued to be produced in 
Lydia. Croesus (560-546 b.c.), caused “a vast quantity of gold to be 
melted down, and ran it into ingots, making them six palms long, three 
palms broad, and one palm in thickness.” 4 

4 Herodotus, i, 50. 


CHAPTER 9 

LIVESTOCK STANDARD IN ANCIENT PERSIA 

Oxen and sheep were the original standard of value in Ancient Persia 
and were also used as medium of exchange. There is evidence in the 
Zend Avesta that they were continued to be used as currency concur- 
rently with metals. A doctor’s fees were fixed in terms of animals or 
parts of ammals according to the standard of the patient. 1 

The Persian Empire adopted the gold stater as its monetary unit, and 
it became the first gold coin of international standing. Nevertheless 
primitive currencies continued to be used to a large degree in various 
parts of the vast Persian Empire. Monetary conditions were far from 
uniform. The Kings of Persia allowed various conquered territories to 
retain their own monetary systems in accordance with the widely diver- 
gent economic conditions prevailing there. While in the Western pro- 
vinces coins were used, in the province of Babylonia trade continued to 
be transacted largely on the basis of uncoined gold and silver bars 
weighed at each transaction. The same was probably true about Syria 
and Phoenicia, and in Egypt in particular the attempt to introduce 
Persian coinage met with very limited success. Even the central admin- 
istration of the Empire made only limited use of coinage. Government 
officials and Oriental troops received payment in kind, only Greek 
mercenaries had to be paid in coin, 2 Gold coins were widely used in the 
auriferous and civilized districts of India under Persian rule. 

The bulk of the immense gold resources accumulated by the Kings in 
Persia through booty and tribute as well as the mineral resources of the 
Empire was not coined but was simply melted into earthenware vessels. 

mabelon, p. 27. 

^Encyclopaedia Britannica, Nth Edn., Vol. xvri, p. 569. 
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When the King lequired money he minted as much as was necessary. 8 
After the capture by Alexander of the vast Peisian treasures hoarded in 
Suse and Persepolis (331 b.c.) ? the gold resources of the defeated Persian 
Empire became dispersed all over Western Asia and Europe, partly in 
the form of Macedonian staters , but largely in the form of bullion, in 
which form they continued to circulate and act as the monetary medium 
in Magna Grecia and later in the Roman Empire. 

3 Herodotus, in, p, 96. 


CHAPTER 10 

OX AND BASE METAL CURRENCIES IN GREECE 

Copper ingots the shape of which is believed by some to be that of a 
double axe and by others to be that of an ox-hide, found in various 
2Egian countries such as Crete, Euboea, Cilicia, etc,, are believed to 
have constituted an important currency during the era of the Middle and 
Late Minoan Civilization (c. 2250-1300 B.c.). There is evidence to indi- 
cate that such ingots formed part of the treasure of the kings of Knossos 
during the late Minoan period. Scribes weighed them and recorded 
their value in talents on clay tablets. A tablet was discovered showing 
the picture of a copper ingot followed by six marks signifying the figure 
of sixty; after this is a picture of a balance and marks representing fifty- 
two and a half. 1 In Knossos there have also been found cast pieces of 
silver, marked with the sign of H or the sign of h , the one being half of 
the weight of the other. 2 There were other objects both in the Palace of 
Knossos and in the Palace of Mycenae which might conceivably have 
played a monetary role. There were also the uniform ingots and metal 
discs referred to in the chapter on Prehistoric Currencies. 

The monetary use of the ox was highly developed in Ancient Greece. 
There are many references in the Iliad and the Odyssey to the use of oxen 
as a unit of account. The first prize at a competition was a big tripod 
‘‘that the Achaeans prized amongst themselves at the worth of twelve 
oxen.” The second prize was “a woman of manifold skill in handiwork 
worth four oxen.” 3 A cauldron that the fire had not yet touched is valued 
at one ox. 4 The shield of Pallas has been described by Homer as having 
“a hundred tassels hung, rare works of art, all gold, each one a hundred 
oxen’s price.” 5 There is also a much-quoted passage about the exchange 
of arms between Glaucus whose arms were worth a hundred oxen and 
Diomede whose arms were only worth nine oxen. 5 

1 C. Seltman, Gieek Coins (London, 1933), pp. 7, 10. 

2 Glotz, p. 196. * Iliad) xxrn, 703 

Hhad , xxm, 885. *Ihad } n, 448-9. *Iliad, vi, 236. 



OX AND BASE METAL CURRENCIES IN GREECE 


229 


In all these passages cattle is evidently referred to as a standard of 
value. There are, however, other passages which might conceivably 
indicate the use of a cattle as a medium of exchange. For instance, when 
Lycaon, Priam’s son, was sold as a captive, he “fetched the price of a 
hundred oxen. Subsequently he was redeemed for thrice that.” 7 Even 
this passage probably refers to the use of the ox unit as a standard of 
value, and that the price expressed in terms of oxen was actually sup- 
posed to have been paid in other form. In the Odyssey reference is made 
to the purchase of a slave girl by Laertes who gave for her “the price of 
twenty oxen.” 8 It is not clear whether Homer meant that twenty oxen 
were actually paid over or that the payment was merely the equivalent 
of twenty oxen. The latter interpretation seems more convincing. 
Fortunately there is at least one instance in which the separation of the 
functions of the unit of account and those of the metallic media of ex- 
change is quite distinct. In the Odyssey, when Ulysses, after his return 
to Ithaca, was about to slay his wife’s suitors their spokesman, Eury- 
machus, sought to appease him by offering a ransom: — “We will each 
bring a contribution to the value of twenty oxen and repay you in bronze 
and gold.” 9 

Evidence indicating the existence of cattle-money is not confined to 
Homeric quotations. The description of a man who has been bribed into 
silence as having “an ox on his tongue” had been in current use during 
the 6th and 5th centuries b.c . 10 The prizes at the Delian festivities were 
announced in heads of oxen, even though actual payment was made in 
coined money, at the rate of two drachmae per ox. 11 One of the few 
instances known to us in which payment was actually made in oxen 
was that of the purchase of a house from the widow of Polydore, King 
of Sparta. 12 

It seems probable that under the system described by Homer oxen 
were not used regularly as a medium of exchange— though they may 
have been so used during an earlier period — but mainly as a standard of 
value. Trade was conducted largely by barter, and the favourite medium 
of exchange consisted of metal utensils and raw metals or ingots. The 
Greeks besieging Troy were said to have bought wine against iron and 
copper. 13 There is no indication of the form of the metals used in 
trade. 14 Ransom was offered in the form of bronze, gold and iron. 15 


"Jh Lid \\ r i, 79. h Od\ st'pv, i. 435. 

t'Qcly sar\ xxu 58. 

^riieognis 815-6. 'F^hvhis, Aqawcnmofu 36 
ll Pollu\, OrotrciMiron IX, 61. QuoiCU by ScUman. p 10. 

“Pans'inias. m. 12 3 ‘On \h\>, st«ccl thcic as T ha\e said what is called the 
Booneiu 1 a was once the house of Kino: Pohdosus. and when he died they bought it 
from his widens, and pud the nr»co m oxen Tor as yel thee was no si1\cl oi gold 
money, but after ihc ancient fash 1 cm people Kirleieii oxen and slaves and ingots of 
silvei and nokl ” 

"Iliad, vrr, 473 “Regling, (J910), p. 972. ''Iliad, \ /, 48. 


“Regling, (J910), p. 972. 
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There are repeated references to tripods and cauldrons in the Iliad, 
and rich people possessed large numbers of them, far in excess of any 
conceivable non-monetary requirements. During that period there were 
no facilities to weigh base metals ; they were, therefore, cast in the form 
of utensils of current use, conforming, presumably, to a number of 
standard sizes. The value of the metal was estimated, not by weighing 
but by the dimensions or approximate capacity of the utensils. 10 One of 
the prizes offered by Achilles was a cauldron of four measures, 17 another 
a tripod of twenty-two measures. 18 Fines were fixed in such utensils. 
They did not constitute, however, units of account in which prices were 
expressed. There are references in Homer to cauldrons and tripods worth 
so many oxen, 19 but no oxen are quoted as being worth so many caul- 
drons. Reinach observes that even their use as a medium of exchange is 
only referred to in the most recent verses of the epic which, it is now 
assumed by many authorities, must have been written over a very long 
period, 20 

Indeed, quite conceivably the references to oxen as a standard of 
value and to cauldrons and tripods as media of exchange during the 
siege of Troy constituted one of the frequent instances of anachronism 
in which writers dealing with an earlier period think in terms of their 
own period. The only piece of concrete documentary evidence for the 
monetary use of cauldrons and tripods was provided by the discovery 
by Halbherr, at Knossos and Gortynos, of a tariff of fines expressed in 
those utensils, believed to have originated in the 6th century b.c., long 
after the Homeric period. 21 Such utensils appear to have constituted a 
store of value, in addition to being medium of exchange. 

The question is, was the system described by Homer in operation 
during the period of the Trojan war (about the 13th century B.c.) or 
during the much later period when the Iliad and the Odyssey was written 
(about the 8th century b.c.). We now know that the late Minoan and 
Mycensan civilizations (16th and 12th century b.c.) had succeeded in 
developing an advanced form of metallic monetary system approaching 
the stage of coined money. Indeed, it is even conceivable that in Knossos 
and Mycenae the uniform pieces of metal found in large numbers by 
archaeologists constituted coins issued and guaranteed by implication by 
the State authority. Yet Homer, writing about a period corresponding to 
the most advanced phase of the Aegean civilization prior to the classical 
era of Hellas, describes a much more primitive system as having been in 
operation during the lifetime of Agamemnon of Mycenae. 

The apparent contradiction may presumably be accounted for by the 
fact that during the centuries that passed between the events and con- 

1G T. Reinach, UHistoire par les Mommies (Paris, 1902), p. 26. 

11 Iliad, xxm, 268. u Itlad 9 xxnr, 264. 

19 Iliad, xxnr, 703, 885. 

20 Reinach, p, 26. ^Reinach, p. 27. 
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ditions described in the Iliad and the Odyssey and their recording by 
Homer there was an all-round deterioration of civilization in the ^Egean 
area as a result of the Doric invasion. Quite possibly during the Dark 
Ages, from which Hellas had just emerged when the Iliad and the 
Odyssey came to be produced in the form known by us, Greece may 
have reverted to the use of the primitive monetary system described by 
Homer, after having progressed to the verge of the adoption of modern 
money or the eve of the Doric invasion. Coinage which may possibly 
have been invented in Knossos and Mycenae, had to be invented over 
again by Lydia many centuries later. In Homer’s own time livestock was 
possibly still the standard of value, and it was reasonable for him to 
assume that this crude form of money must have existed five centuries 
earlier. The system he described was probably m operation a century or 
two before his time, so that it was still vaguely remembered, but the 
memory of the much more advanced system that existed a few centuries 
earlier had faded by then into oblivion and was not revived until the 
excavations of Schliemann, Evans and other modern archaeologists. 

The ox continued to exist as a unit of account long after it had been 
replaced by metals and implements as a medium of exchange. According 
to Ridgeway, 22 the monetary unit of the talent originated from the use 
of the ox as a monetary unit, one talent being equal to one ox. This 
seems to be, however, most unlikely. The talent was a unit of very high 
value, and was probably always worth many oxen. 

In Athens fines and rewards were fixed by Draco (621 b.c.) in cattle. 23 
One of the reforms of Solon (594 b.c.) was the computation of the fines 
and bounties in coined money instead of livestock. 

Iron assumed an important part as monetary material during the 
Dark Ages after the Doric invasion (about the 12th to 10th century B.c.). 
Pheidon of Argos (estimates of date vary; c. 748-680 b.c.) dedicated 
iron spits in the Herseum, and a bundle of such spits was actually found 
on the occasion of excavations on the site of the Temple of Hera, They 
are believed to have been a currency and it is assumed that they were 
dedicated to the Temple on the occasion of the adoption of coinage. 
Even after the introduction of coined money spits remained in circula- 
tion as small change in various parts of Greece. Six of them were made 
equal to a silver drachma, so that the original primitive iron currency 
was thus linked to the modern currency system. 

Sparta provided the best-known instance of the use of iron currency 
in Ancient Greece. Plutarch recorded that iron bars were introduced in 
Sparta by Lycurgus (c. 825 b.c.?) as the sole currency. 25 Each bar 
weighed an Euboean mina and the transport of even a moderate amount 

22 Ridgeway, The Origin of Metallic Currency, passim. 

23 Dionysius Halicamassensis, x, 50. Quoted by Seltman, p. 10. 

24 Bums, p. 27. A bundle, containing 180 iron spits, was actually found at the 
Heneum. 

* 6 Plutarch, Lycurgus, 9 ; Ly sander, 20, 
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required a cart with two oxen. These iron bars had been made deliber- 
ately useless for any practical non-monetary purpose by dipping them 
into vinegar while in a red-hot state, which process is supposed to make 
iron too brittle for industrial use. 2fi 

It is popularly believed that the choice of such an austere type of 
currency was largely responsible for the development of the austere 
Spartan character. Beyond doubt, it must have discouraged commerce 
and the accumulation of wealth, and it may have tended to make the 
Spartans disinterested in furthering their own financial advantages. The 
system was, however, far from watertight. In theory the State had the 
exclusive right to import and accumulate precious metals for the require™ 
ruents of external trade and other external payments, but in practice 
this rule was frequently circumvented. The discovery of “owl’s nests” — 
the popular name for illicit hoards of silver coins of Athens bearing the 
effigy of the owl — was a fairly frequent occurrence, in spite of the capital 
punishment it entailed. And the fact that Spartan generals (Pausanias 
was corrupted by the Persians) and even kings (Plistsanaxa was alleged 
to have been bribed by Pericles to keep Sparta neutral while Athens was 
dealing with Eubcea) were liable to be corrupted by foreign powers is in 
itself held to cast doubt on the effectiveness of iron bar currency as a 
character-building device. 

Nor is it even likely that the system was adopted primarily for the 
purpose of enforcing austerity. Indeed, it is possible that at the time of 
its adoption iron was still a comparatively rare metal with a relatively 
high value. It was not until later centuries that its value had fallen to 
such an extent that large quantities came to be required even for small 
payments. 

It seems reasonable to suggest tentatively that Sparta had adopted 
iron currency simply because she happened to be a producer of iron. 
She produced neither gold nor silver nor copper, but the most important 
iron mines of Greece were on her territory in the mountains or the 
Malean Cape and in the Tsenarian promontory . 27 Possibly Sparta 
originally resorted to iron currency largely out of sheer economic 
nationalism. Her leaders had no wish to import foreign monetary metals 
since there was an ample supply of iron available at home for monetary 
purposes. Once the iron currency was adopted it tended to make for 
austerity, owing to the difficulty of spending it or hoarding it on a large 
scale. Whether the adoption of the iron currency was the cause or the 
effect of the austere Spartan character, both austere character and austere 
currency may have been the effect of the distribution of mineral resources 
in Greece. 

2fl Othei classical waters maintain that only inferior iron, unsuitable for other 
purposes, was used (A Boeckh, Die Staatshaushalt der Athener. 3rd, Edn., Berlin, 
1886), Vol i,p. 693. 

37 C. T. Sellman, Athens— Its History and Comage before the Persian Invasion 
(Cambridge, 1924), p. 121, 
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No mfoimauon is available to show wlieLhcr the Spaitan iron bars 
were stamped by the Government. 2 * If -.0 they could hardly be classed 
among the primitive cun entries in spite of Ihc.r cumbersome character 
Another interesting question is wlicther Lhey cu ciliated at then full 
metallic value 01 whether they were a fiduciaiv currency which had to 
be accepted above then metallic value. If the uncoiroboratcd statement 
by Plutarch according to which the iron bars wcic icndeiccl deliberately 
useless foi practical purposes is coirccL, Lhen these bais icpresent one of 
the outstanding histoncal instances of early (iduciiiiy currency. 

One of the reasons why such a primitive currency icmaincd in force in 
Spat la over a long period*-* while olhci pans of Gieece had an advanced 
form of currency, was that Spmla was to a laige extent a sclf-auflicicnl 
totalilauan State. Her political and social system was based on a con- 
trolled economy. Commeicc played a much more .subordinate pint in 
Sparta than in other States of Greece. There is evidence that iron cur- 
rency had been in use also cl&cuhcic in Greece" 0 but nowhere did it 
assume such an importance as in Sparta, nor did it remain in existence 
foi such a long period. Iron currency appeared to have suited Sparta’s 
primitive and controlled economy to a sufficient extent to make it 
tolerable over a long pciiod. Nor did the limitations of that currency 
prevent Sparta fiom embarking on costly and prolonged external mili- 
tary undertakings such as the Peloponnesian war*. On the eve of these 
wars, Pericles, in order to rcavouchis fellow-citi/cnx of ALhens, declared 
that there was no need 10 woiry about Spaitn since she is such a poor 
co un try that she could not possibly afford a prolonged war 11 'l he in- 
adequacy of Spat la’s curicncy, and the relative poverty of her resources, 
was no more able to prevent her from waging a prolonged war, however, 
than was in oui ume the somewhat similar handicap undet which 
Germ an y work ed m 19 3 9 . 

It seems probable that a credit system developed in Greece as in other 

2<5 Bocckh, i, p 693, is of the opHon that the iion bn is boic Government stamps. 

20 Ft remained ofiiciul medium of exchange tiM the he 1 ccouirv a e (L\ S. G. Robin- 
son, \fonc i - -A Coupon t on to (hnek S tudr>* (Cambridge 1931), p. 

3(1 1- pa min end as. the niMional hero of Thebes, only possessed one iron spit 'ilic his 
death, accouling to Phunich. Herodotus (ir, 1 5 *j quotes the ins -‘nee or the courte- 
san Rhoclopis. pi evented to the oracle of Dclpln ore-tenth of her possessions 
in the form of non soils 

MMiucydidcs, I'i.e Hn*on of the Pelontwnesitm Wat (Every nan Edn), pp 70-71 
Arch id am us, the King of Snaila. who was aga nsi f no war, aniiied on similar lines 
as Pericles He laid stress on the lack or monetary lc^ouicoh of Lac.idtemon, and 
uiged (he meeting he was addicting that be fore cmhaAmg on a \\d> it would be 
nccc^niy to procure the mone> (pp “(Ml) On the oi>ei henti, the Counthiar 
ambi.ssndois, who wcic anxious to secure the alliance of Sparta. against Athens, 
argued that the necessary monetary resouces could be obtained through a loan from 
Olvmnia and Delpnr and by the conti sbations of Sparta’s allies (p. 59). However, 
all this only meant tint, while Spa. la was expected to be able to picpaic, with hei 
internal icsoriccs an invasion of ene no •oiiUo 1 * 0 ". she could tot expect to finance 
the external expend', of the wai tSLeh ns the hi»in«» of iretcemsv sailors to man her 
fleet) w i th the aid ot her non bat cuncncy (to \vh eh I hucydidc* -node no reference) 
For that put pose Spaila needed exreinal financhl assistance 
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parts of the ancient world long before the adoption of coinage. For this 
reason the view taken by Zimmern that the adoption of coinage made a 
fundamental difference to Greek economic and social life in that it 
induced the rural population to contract heavy indebtedness is probably 
exaggerated. 32 In fact, as a general rule, interest charged on loans in 
primitive money, or on loans in kind, has always been much higher than 
interest on loans in modern money. There is no reason to suppose that 
it was otherwise in Ancient Greece, 

as Sir Alfred Zimmern, The Greek Commonwealth 2nd Edn. (London, 1922), p. 1 17. 


CHAPTER 11 

CRUDE BRONZE CURRENCY OF ANCIENT ITALY AND ROME 

In Rome and in pre-Roman Ancient Italy, cattle constituted the earliest 
known form of currency. The word pecunia originated from the word 
pecus (cattle). According to Festus, one head of cattle was equal to ten 
sheep. 1 Fines were fixed in terms of livestock. For minor offences the 
fine was two sheep, while for grave offences it amounted to anything up 
to thirty oxen. 2 Litigating parties had to deposit with the judge five 
heads of cattle if the value of the claim in question was over ten heads 
of cattle, and five sheep if the value was less. The losing party forfeited 
his deposit and his animals were sacrificed to the gods. 8 In pre-Roman 
Sicily the cow formed the basis of assessments during the reign of 
Dionysius (405-367 b.c.) 4 The use of cattle continued for a long time in 
early Rome, as is indicated by the fact that the laws passed in the years 
454 and 452 b.c. — the Lex Aternia-Tarpeia and the Lex Menenia-Sestia 
— fixed fines in cattle and sheep at the same time as their equivalent in 
metallic money, 5 The Constitution of the Twelve Tables (around 450 
B.c.) stipulated fines in copper and gold units, but makes no mention of 
cattle. The Lex Iulia Papiria (430 B.c.) definitely provides for the replace- 
ment of payment in cattle by payment in more advanced forms of 
currency, 6 

The use of stamped leather as currency by the early Romans was 
affirmed by Seneca and Eusebius, the latter alleging that it was employed 
in the reign of Numa Pompilius, second King of Rome (c, 7 1 5 b.c.). 

Other non-metallic materials which are alleged to have served mone- 
tary purposes were clay and wood, but, as Burns remarked, “the evi- 

i-Festi Epit ,, p. 24. Quoted by E, Babelon, Monnaies de la Republique Romaine 
(Paris, 1885), Vol. I, p. ii. 

*Festus> p. 202. Quoted by Babelon (1885), Vol. I, p. n. 

a E. Speck, Handehgeschichte des Altertums (Leipzig, 1906), Vol. nr. Part n, 
p. 1047. Th. Mommsen, Geschichte des Romischen Miinzwesens (Berlin, 1860), p, 197. 

4 Pseudo-Aristotle, CEconomica n, 21, Quoted by Ridgeway, Roman Money — 
A Companion to Latin Studies (Cambridge, 1943), p. 442. 

*Babelon (1885), Vol. x, p. n, 6 E. A. Sydenham, ASs Grave (London, 1926), p, 13. 
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dence is too unsubstantial to be worth consideration,” 7 There is more 
substance in the claim that salt was used as money in Rome; hence the 
use of the term salarium . Originally it meant an allowance of salt for 
soldiers and officers, and also for civil administrators, but later it came 
to be used as a term for military pay in general, and for the pay of the 
civil service in the provinces, even though that pay no longer assumed 
the form of salt. It is not known to what extent salt was used by its 
recipients as a medium of exchange instead of being consumed. 

According to Mommsen the change from the cattle standard to the 
metallic standard had been the result of the change from pastoral to 
agricultural economy. The metals that had come to be adopted were 
those needed by peasants for their implements. In Italy this metal was 
copper. 8 * By far the most important primitive currency of pre-Roman 
Sicily and Italy and of early Rome was, in fact, raw copper or bronze.® 
It was known under the name of as rude , or, less frequently, css infectum. 
Its use developed while cattle currency was still in use. 10 According to 
Pliny its use was preserved till the regime of Servius Tullius in the 6th 
century b.c. 

JEs rude consisted of shapeless lumps of raw copper or bronze of 
varying size. In the central Italian districts, including Rome, this form 
of money continued to be used long after Greek influence had led to the 
adoption of silver coins in the South. Sometimes the fragments show 
signs of having been roughly cast or hammered into irregular cubes or 
bars, and occasionally they are circular, elliptical or oblong. The 
assumption is that these were a later and more advanced form of cur- 
rency. The weight of the known monetary specimens vary between less 
than an ounce to several pounds. 11 The ingots were broken in accordance 
with requirements. The word cestimare (to estimate) is believed to have 
originated from the use of as rude as a unit of account. 12 Attempts to 
prove that the fragments of as rude or the ingots of which they formed 
part conformed to certain weight standards failed completely. 13 Their 
size and weight was purely a matter of chance, and in any case it was of 
no consequence since they changed hands by weight, The unit of weight 
was the libra (pound) — in Sicily the litra — but this unit itself was subject 
to many changes in the course of centuries, 

Sydenham warns against the assumption that all fragments of bronze 
found in Italy served the purpose of money. Numismatists are in general 
satisfied, however, that many of them were surviving specimens of as 
rude referred to by Pliny, The explanation of the choice of bronze is that 

7 Bums, p. 293. ®Mommsen, p. 169. 

fl Since the word aes is used to indicate both bronze and copper, it is difficult to 

ascertain from contemporary references which of the two was meant. 

10 Babelon (1885), Vol. i, p. n. “Sydenham, pp. 10-11. 

“Marquardt, Ronrische Staatsverwaltung , Vol. n, p. 5. Quoted by Babelon (1885), 

Vol. i, p. ir, 

i3 E. J, Hseberlin, Ms Grave, Vol. I (Frankfurt, 1910), p. 6. 
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gold was almost -unknown in central Italy, and silver was also a very 
scarce article of import . 14 

Bronze remained the monetary standard of Rome right to the end of 
the Republic. JEs rude was, however, superseded progressively by more 
highly developed forms of bronze currency. The early bronze discs, a 
number of which have been discovered in Etruria, closely resemble large 
cast coins without, however, any official stamp or marking . 15 

The next stage in the development of ancient Roman currency was the 
adoption of as signatum , which consisted of fairly regular shaped copper 
and bronze bars with branch-like or fishbone-like markings. Even more 
advanced varieties of this type consisted of oblong or brick-shaped 
bronze ingots marked by animals, especially by oxen or sheep, which 
fact is claimed to indicate the existence of a link between this form of 
currency and the original livestock currency . 16 Pliny states that King 
Servius Tullius was the first to stamp the bronze. “Timaeus hands down 
the tradition that aforetime they employed it in a rough state in Rome. 
It was stamped with the figures of animals whence it was termed 
pecunia .” 17 The accuracy of this statement has been called in question 
by recent historians. 

In many instances the ingots bore the mark of a tripod, sword, 
anchor, etc., while the word romanom appears on other specimens to- 
gether with the Roman eagle. This leads to the theory that the ces 
signatum was issued by the State. Mommsen does not believe, however, 
that the State went beyond stipulating the use of ces signatum as means 
of payment and perhaps guaranteeing the purity of the metal. Its weight 
was not guaranteed and had to be ascertained at each transaction . 18 

dEs signatum was found in many instances together with ces rude and 
with coins in central and northern Italy . 19 dEs signatum continued to 
circulate even after the adoption of bronze coins, for large payments, 
especially during periods of debasements . 20 Even as rude remained in 
use for a long time after the adoption of coinage. The fact that many 
pieces that are believed to have served as currency contained zinc seems 
to indicate that as rude was used under the Empire, since zinc is not 
known to have been produced in Rome before that period . 21 . 

i4 Babelon (1885), Vol, i, p. n. 1G Sydenham, p. 10. 

lfl Babelon (1885), Vol. I, p iv. 17 Pliny, Hist . Natur., xxxm, 3, 12. 

18 Mommsen, p. 173. 

1S K. Regling, Geld vor Einfiihrung der MUnze . Pauly's Real-Encyclopoedie der 
klassischen AUertumsmssenschaften (Stuttgart, 1910), Vol. xin, p. 980. 

s0 Reglmg (1910), p. 980. 

ai Over 10,000 pieces were found in the Apollo Baths, Vicarello, in association with 
a large number of coins. An analysis of these pieces disclosed a content of 95.2 per 
cent of copper and 4,8 per cent of zmc. The assumption, bavSetl on the nature of the 
finding-place, is that during the Empire the ces rude was used mainly for offerings to 
the gods (Mommsen, p. 170). Soldiers of Hannibal consecrated vast quantities of 
raw copper in the wood of the goddess Feronia. After the retreat of the Carthaginian 
Army, the Roman soldiers recovered this treasure (Titus Livius, xxvi, n, 9* Quoted 
by Babelon (1 885), Vol, i, p. m. 
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The next stage was that of as grave . This currency consisted of cast 
copper coins weighing one pound each, or the multiple or fraction of 
one pound. These were issued definitely under State authority, and, 
in spite of their clumsy and cumbersome character, they cannot be 
considered primitive currencies. One of the reasons why as rude and 
as signatum remained in use even after the adoption of coinage was that 
during the Punic wars the coins were gradually debased to a fraction of 
their original weight. Within the space of little more than half a century 
from the date of their introduction, the weight of the standard coins had 
fallen from a pound to two ounces during the first Punic war (264-241 
b.c.), 22 The second Punic war (218-201 b.c.) led to its further debase- 
ment to one ounce. Sincb as rude and as signatum continued to change 
hands by weight they were not affected by the debasements, and their 
use as a standard of value and as a medium of exchange was preferred 
to that of the debased as grave which the payees were forced to accept 
at a face value in excess of its metallic value. 

Expansion of foreign trade had led to the adoption of precious metals 
for monetary purposes. It took a long time, however, before gold and 
silver became monetary metals. Whether through sheer conservatism or 
for other reasons, Rome stubbornly resisted the innovation. The effect 
of the maintenance of the almost Spartan system of heavy copper cur- 
rency was that the home market was secured for home production. 28 
Whether this was accidental or deliberate it is impossible to say. There 
is certainly no reason to suppose, however, that the heavy bronze cur- 
rency was adopted or maintained for considerations of austerity. 

So long as trade was confined to central Italy the cumbersome as 
grave sufficed as a medium of exchange. With development of trade 
with Greeks, Sicilians and other Mediterranean peoples, Rome found it 
necessary, however, to adopt a mote convenient fonn of monc\. M At 
first both silver and gold changed hands by weight. Gold circulated 
regularly in the form of bar* a7id was weighed though not assayed on 
the occasion of every ti a reaction. Although Lhc bars were issued by the 
State they were not stamped, m order not to make their division difficult. 
They were produced in recognizable forms. The law passed by Sulla 
(138-78 b.c.) against counterfeiting applies also against the debasement 
of gold bars. 2 '’ Reckoning in copper continued, however, especially in 
Sicily, long after diver coin> became the medium ol exchange. ?u 

Even after the replacement of ces grave by silver and gold coins and 
more advrnccd coppei coin-,, the piimilne forms of coppci cuireiicy 
never ceased altogethei to pla> a pan in Roman life. Tor one thing. 
as rude continued to be used lor eeiemonial and symbohe payments, and 
also for religion^ pui poses. Moreover, under the Empire every now- and 
again currency crises developed and the diMiust in the coinage tended 

a2 Sydei‘ T vm d 29 1018 a 'S\ denham, p 35. 

afi MoniT.*-op, p. 4 r02. L, SpCwk. p. 1049 
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to encourage the use of metals by weight. In any case natural economy 
never disappeared altogether in Rome. Taxes were collected largely in 
kind. 

The 3rd and 4th centuries a.d. witnessed a marked return towards 
primitive money. Silver coins became debased to the utmost limit of 
possibility. Their silver content was gradually reduced to a negligible 
fraction. As a result they ceased to be convenient for commercial pur- 
poses. On the other hand, for some inexplicable reason, none of the 
Emperors dared to take similar liberties with gold coinage. While their 
weight was reduced, this did not affect their use by weight as a medium 
of exchange and a standard of value, because their fineness remained 
unaffected. The only explanation of this attitude towards gold is that it 
was regarded as the sacra moneta. Even during the period when Rome 
lost much of her ancient prestige, an Indian traveller observed that trade 
all over the world was operated with the aid of Roman gold coins which 
were accepted and admired everywhere. 27 Gold by weight became the 
principal unit of account in the Roman Empire during the 3rd century 

A.D . 28 

The value of gold coins was too big for everyday transactions. For 
that purpose wheat was used in some of the dependencies of Rome, 
especially in Egypt. 20 Loans were granted in wheat, but also in other 
commodities. During the 4th century a.d. almost the whole economy of 
the great estates in Egypt was based on wine which was the chief cur- 
rency on the estate of Alypius, metallic money being very little used. 30 

In recent years it has become fashionable among historians to seek 
to minimize the extent to which the debasement of Roman silver coinage 
led to the abandonment of the use of coined money. There can be 
little doubt, however, that, to a large degree, the Roman Empire rever- 
ted to natural economy or the use of primitive currencies during the 
period of debasements. Among the various countries under Roman rule, 
Egypt provided the most satisfactory documentary evidence relating to 
the subject, thanks to the survival of a number of papyri from this 
period. From this evidence Mickwitz compiled an interesting table 
showing the relative extent to which land rents were payable in money 
and in kind during the first centuries of our era. The following are the 
percentages 31 ;— 

2 7 A. Engel and R. Serrure, Trade de Numismatique du Moyen Age (Paris, 1891), 
pp. 3-4. 

28 G, Mickwitz, Gold urtd Wirtschaft im Romischen Reich des vierten Jahrhunderts 
nach Christ (Helsinki, 1932), p. 80. For international political payments — such as 
tribute to Alaric and Attila, or subsidy to barbaric allies — -the recognized unit was 
the pound (weight) of gold (Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire , Everyman Edn., London, 1910), passim. 

“’Mickwitz, p. 1 19. 

*°M. RostovtzefF, Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire (Oxford, 
1926), p. 439. 

3l Mickwitz, p. 120. 
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Payment in money. Payment in kind. Mixed payment. 


1st century 

23 

57 

20 

2nd century 

15 

53 

33 

3rd century 

22 

46 

32 

4th century 

16 

77 

7 

5th century 

— 

— 

— 

6th-7th century 

34 

46 

21 


Possibly the figures relating to Egypt do not give a reliable indication 
about the state of affairs in other parts of the Empire for, as we saw in 
the chapter dealing with that country, money economy had never taken 
root among the ancient Egyptians. Nevertheless, there is evidence also 
from other parts of the Empire, showing a tendency towards reverting 
to payments in kind. For example, soldiers and officers received 
once more their salt rations in kind, and the term salarium which for 
centuries was used in a metaphorical sense, may have assumed once 
more a concrete meaning. 


CHAPTER 12 

BRONZE AXES AND WHEELS AS CURRENCIES IN GAUL 

While the Celts on territories adjacent to races of higher civilization 
adopted coinage at a comparatively early period, those of the interior 
continued for centuries the use of primitive means of payment — cattle, 
metal bars, rings, etc. 1 According to Polybius, when the Gauls invaded 
Italy their wealth consisted chiefly of cattle and gold ornaments. On 
taking Rome in 300 b.c. their leader Brennus demanded and received 
a tribute of 1,000 lbs, of gold — plus the weight of his sword which he 
threw into the scales when the Romans objected to the use of false 
weights. 

Peculiar-shaped axes known in archaeology under the name of “celts” 
are believed to have served as currency in the interior of Gaul. More 
than 300 deposits of axes have been discovered, 2 The 240 axes found 
at Plurien (C6tes-du-Nord), were too thin and also otherwise unsuitable 
to be of any non-monetary use. 3 At Maure-de-Bretagne (Ille-et- 
Villeine) about 4,000 very small bronze celts tied together by a wire 
were found, 4 One of the reasons why it is assumed that these axes were 
not trading stocks but monetary hoards is that, in addition to their small 

l Forrer (1926), VoL vx, p, 302, 

*A. Blanche!, Trait e de Monnaies Gauloises (Part I, Paris, 1905), p. 21. 

3 Blanchet, p. 22. The same deposit contained some twenty celts with ornamental 
designs which would have been worn off by practical use, (Jules Lemoine, T rouvatlle 
d’objets en bronze de Vepoque tarnaudienne, 1888, p. 7. Quoted by Blanchet, p. 22). 

4 Blanchet, pp. 22-23. 
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size and peculiar shape, unused and used axes were found mixed 
together. Had the deposits constituted stocks-in-trade they would pro- 
bably have been kept apart. 6 There is also the fact that many of these 
celts were found in earthenware jars, a favourite hiding place for coins 
and other treasures during troubled periods. Finally, some hatchets of 
lead were found, which could obviously serve no practical non-mone- 
tary purpose. 6 There is, of course, the possibility that the axes served 
purely sacrificial requirements. 7 But then, regular demand created by 
such requirements does often qualify various objects in primitive com- 
munities to assume the role of money. 

At the French Archaeological Congress of 1887, J. Pilloy stated that 
at Brecy several kilos of scraps of axes and other instruments were 
found. All fractions, which appeared to have been broken deliberately, 
had roughly the same weight, “which appears to indicate that they might 
have served as current money.” 6 Possibly the fractions have changed 
hands by weight. 

Gold and brass rings were found in numerous deposits, and some 
archeologists claim that they had served monetary purposes. This 
theory is not accepted by other authors who believe that the rings may 
have been ornaments or utensils. 9 Two golden rings were found in a 
Gallic tomb and preserved in the Museum of Chartres. One of them has 
two dots and the other four dots, the latter weighing exactly twice as 
much as the former. These rings, conforming as they do to some weight 
standard, may possibly have served as currency. 10 At Fontenay-le- 
Comte some thirty golden rings were found together with gold coins, 
which fact may indicate their monetary use. 11 

According to Ddchelette, small bronze wheels which have been found 
in large numbers probably constituted a pre-coinage currency in Gaul, 
and remained in monetary use even after the adoption of coinage. The 
wheels were found in a number of instances together with coins and 
rings. 12 Blanchet strongly opposes the theory however. 

From the 3rd century b.c., onward, local imitations of Macedonian 
staters came to be used in Gaul, and after the Roman conquest Roman 
coinage penetrated into the country. During the period of the debase- 
ment of the Roman coinage, in Gaul under Postumus (3rd century A.D.), 
gold was used as medium of exchange by weight. 13 In a lake at Nesmy, 
gold bars were found, marked by notches dividing them into twelve 

6 Blancbet, p. 23. 

G J, Dechelette, Manuel cPArcMologie Prehistorique Cdtique et Gallo-Romaine 
(Paris, 1918), Part ii, Vol. I,p. 255. 

7 Dechelette, p. 256. 8 Blanchet, p. 23. 

D Blanchet, pp. 25-27. 

10 Comte H. de Widranges, Des anneaux et des rouelles , antique monnaie des 
Gaoulois (Barde-Duc, 1861) p 16. Quoted by Blanchet, p. 26. 

11 Blanchet, p. 27. la Dechelette, Part n, Vol. m, p. 1299. 

18 H. Mattmgly and E. A, Sydenham, The Roman Imperial Coinage (London, 1933, 
Vol. n, Part n), p. 322. 
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equal parts, each of which was equal to the weight of the gold stater 
which was in circulation in Western Gaul. It is reasonable to infer that 
these bars had been used as currency. 14 
14 Blanchet, p. 25. 


CHAPTER 13 


CATTLE CURRENCY OF THE ANCIENT GERMANS 


As the Germanic tribes were primarily pastoral communities, it is only 
natural that cattle should constitute their earliest form of currency. 
Tacitus remarked that their livestock was rather undersized, adding: 
“The pride of the people is rather m the number of their beasts, which 
constitute the only wealth they welcome.” 1 It is usual for races which 
have adopted cattle or other livestock as currency to neglect the quality 
of their animals for the sake of securing the largest possible number of 
them. In the Gothic translation of the Bible by Ulfilas (a.d, 340-388) 
the word “money” is always rendered by faihu (cattle). 8 

Metallic money was well known to the Ancient Germans by the time 
the Romans had come into contact with them. During recent decades 
some German historians and archaeologists have sought to prove that 
the Teutons had achieved a high stage of civilization, and to that end 
they have been at pains to argue that the monetary use of Roman coins 
— as distinct from their ornamental or hoarding use — was widespread 
already at an early period. In this respect, however, it is necessary to 
draw a distinction between the frontier tribes and those of the interior. 
“Although the border tribes for the purpose of traffic treat gold and 
silver as precious metals,” Tacitus observed, “and recognize and collect 
certain coins of our money, the tribes of the interior practice barter in 
the simplest and oldest fashions. The coinage which appeals to them is 
the old and long-familiar.” 8 The Germans willingly accepted gold coins 
in trading with the Romans. As many of the coins had reached them in 
a mutiliated state they were accepted by weight. In this respect they con- 
formed to the custom of the period. On the other hand, according to 
evidence quoted by German authorities, the Teutons practised the 
custom of melting down the imported coins, and turned them into rings 
and spirals, which were used also for ornamental purposes. 4 

The use of bracelets as a means of payment towards the close of the 
Ancient period may possibly be inferred from a passage in the Niebe- 
lungenlied. When Siegfried brought to Kriemhild the news of the success 


Tacitus, Germania , vi (Loeb. Ed.) (London, 1937), p. 271. 

*C. F. Keary, The Coinage of Western Europe (London, 1879), p. 6. 
“Tacitus, vi (Loeb Ed.), p. 27 1 . 

4 G. Grapp, Kultur der alten Kelten und Germanen (Munich, 1905), p. 218. 
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of her brother’s mission, she replied: “I would fain give thee the envoy's 
guerdon, wert thou not too rich to receive it.” Siegfried said he would 
be proud to take a gift from her hand, whereupon she bade the chamber- 
lain “to fetch the envoy’s mead. She gave him four and twenty bracelets 
with precious stones for his fee.” 6 Although the precious stones con- 
stitute a departure from the practice of payment in plain bracelets, the 
reference to the practice of fixing fees in bracelets is not without interest. 
The practice was also referred to in the Waltharlied which, though 
written by Ekkehard in the 10th century a.d., covers the same period as 
the Niebelungenhed (5th century a.d.). It contains a reference to two 
offers made by Walthar to King Gunther, to pay 100 and even 200 
“bracelets of red gold,” in leturn for his safe passage through Burgundy.* 
Broken or cut pieces of rings are supposed to have been used in 
internal trade before, during and after the Roman peiiod. 7 Considering 
that this practice of payment in rings and fragments of rings continued 
to prevail in various parts of Northern Europe throughout the early 
Middle Ages, its existence in Ancient Germany need not be regarded as 
an indication of inferior civilization. 

5 The N rebelling enlied . Translated in prose by M, Armour (London, 1908), p. 53, 
a The Song of Walthari. Translated by Helena Eassen (J. SchefFel, Ekkehard \ 
Everyman Edn , London, 1911), pp. 363-4. 

7 W. Stein, Handel ( Dentscher ) Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 
(Strassburg, 1918-19), Vol. n, p. 386. 


CHAPTER 14 

IRON SWORD CURRENCY OF BRITAIN 


There is very little documentary evidence concerning the primitive cur- 
rencies used by the early Britons. In Ancient Wales the primitive system 
of slave-currency appears to have been linked to the metallic currency. 
A young male slave was equaled to one libra (pound) of silver. 1 It 
is assumed that throughout the British Isles cattle played the part of 
currency, though there is no actual evidence of it until the early Middie 
Ages. Practically the only written evidence on early British primitive 
currency is contained in Julius Gesar’s De Bello Galileo (v, XII, 18). 
Unfortunately there is a discrepancy between the text of the various 
manuscripts in existence. Authorities are divided whether it refers to 
iron rings or iron bars. There are other obscurities and discrepancies in 
the text, as a result of which no two translations are identical 

For a long time the accepted version was the following: " Utuntur aut 
erre aut nummo aures aut annuhs ferreis ad certum pondus exammates pro 

1 Ancient Laws of Wales \ p, 795, Quoted by Ridgeway, pp. 32-3. 
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nummo” (They use either brass money or gold money or instead of 
money, iron rings adjusted to a certain weight.) This version was accep- 
ted by such early authorities as Ruding and Akerman. The latter con- 
nected the supposed iron ring currency of Britain with the proved bronze 
and gold ring currencies of Ireland . 2 The complete absence of iron rings 
that could be regarded as early British currency is attributed by E. 
Hawkins to oxidation 8 — an argument which in view of the discovery of 
many other iron objects originating from the same period does not 
sound altogether convincing. 

Even among the early numismatists there were some, however, who 
preferred to accept the version of Julius Caesar’s text which contains the 
word taslis (bars) instead of annulis (rings). Among others, Eckhel 
believed in that version, which has now come to be regarded as authentic 
by most archaeologists and numismatists. 

The bars found in early Iron Age sites, which were believed to have 
been used for monetary purposes assumed the form of badly finished 
sword blades . 4 According to R. A. Smith: “Such bars have often been 
found secreted in considerable numbers in a manner recalling the 
familiar hoards of coins. They have been found in the centre of British 
camps, and it seems much more probable that the Ancient Britons 
would conceal their money at a crisis than that they would bury half- 
made swords. It must be remembered that in such a society division of 
labour was not in an advanced stage, and the smith who shaped these 
bars would have himself produced the finished article if swords they 
were to be. He would not have prepared a large number to hand on to 
another for the finishing process. Again, there is too much metal in them 
for the manufacture of the swords of the period, which had a thin blade. 
. . . There was a smaller series of the same form, evidently meant to 
represent half the value of the original specimen, and a larger series four 
times the weight of the smallest .” 5 

Metrologists claim the unit to be about eleven ounces; there are pre- 
sumed to be pieces weighing a quarter, half, two and four units, the 
most common being the double unit. Smith believes that the “swords” 
probably did not change hands by weight, but according to approximate 
size, and minor vauations of weight were disrcgaidcd.® Against tins, 
Hulmc, who contests the claim that the “swords” played a monetary 
role, pointed om that there is no correlation between their length and 

a Akerman in \un.ismntic Journal Vol. I, ! 8 36- / Quoted by R. A. Srmih Paper 
on the Ancient Build* iron Can enty. Fioceedmgi of the Society of Aniiquancs, 
2nd Sciicn, Vol xx. 1905 p. 186 

3 L. Hawkins in Xunu smntic Chronic 1 ?, Vol. l, p 1? Quoted by R A Smith, 
op, cit. 

4 R C. Collingwood, Roman Britcrn (in An hcononvc Survey of Ancient Rome. 
Edited b\ T Fit’nk, Vol nr, 1904-5, p. 60). quotes the lollow mg instances foi finds 
of supposed cuirency-bars’ 17 at F-Tod Hill (Doisct)i 394 at Meon Hill (Glos.), 
147 at Boiuton-on-ibc-WtUe] (G1o* ) and 300 neai Malvern (Woics.). 

“Smith p. J82 c Smilh, p. 188. 
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weight, 7 though in this respect, again, the unknown factor of loss of 
weight through varying degree of deterioration ought to be borne in 
mind. Hulme, like so many historians and archaeologists, appears to 
have been sub-consciously influenced by the desire to clear the early 
inhabitants of his country of the charge of having used primitive cur- 
rencies during a period when other races were already using coins. His 
remark that if iron bars had been used as currency “the inference is 
unavoidable that the Celtic tribes who used this form of currency were a 
race endowed with a very low mentality” 8 is characteristic of this 
attitude. In reality, since in various parts of Ancient Greece iron spits 
were used as currency at a fairly advanced phase of civilization, there is 
no reason for Britons to be ashamed of a similar use of iron swords 
during the 1st century b.c. on the British Isles. 

In any case, to reassure those who, like Mr. Hulme, regard this matter 
as one of national prestige, it is necessary to point out that the unfinished 
swords had only been used by a minority of the early inhabitants of the 
British Isles. Coins are now known to have been used in various parts of 
pre-Roman Britain. 

R. A, Smith in reply to Hulme’s argument that no “currency bars” 
were found in graves, pointed out that very few Iron Age graves have so 
far been found in the currency bar area, and that no British or Gallic 
coins have been found in pre-Roman graves, even though they are now 
known to have existed. 0 He also quoted possible parallel instances in 
the Celtic area outside Britain. According to Dechelette, there were two 
denominations in the iron spits found in Saone at Chalon. 10 Smith 
believes that finds in Etruria may also have provided similar instances. 

It is worth noting that, although according to Caesar iron was obtain- 
able in the maritime provinces of Britain, 11 the use of iron currency bars 
was confined to interior districts. Possibly this is one of the numerous 
instances of the choice of a scarce material for monetary use. The 
finding places of the currency bars are almost exclusively in South- 
Western England, and they are regarded as an indication of the sphere 

7 E. Wyndham Hulme, Currency Bars and Water Clocks (Antiquity, vn, 1933, 
Gloucester), p. 62. 

*Hulme, p. 61. 

°R. A, Smith, Currency Bars and Water Clocks (Antiquity, vn, 1933). Ruding was 
satisfied that the reason why Julius Cassar {De Bello Galileo , v, xxn), did not state 
the nature of the tribute which he imposed upon Cassivellanus was that he was 
unable to collect any gold or silver and the form in which he had to accept the 
tribute “was of a kind too mean to be particularized.” {Annals of the Coinage of 
Gteat Britain , 3rd Ed., 1840, Vol. I, p. 97.) As a matter of fact, it is now known that 
more than a century before the arrival of Julius Qesar in Britain, the Britons were 
issuing coins which were imitations of those in use since the 3rd century b.c. in Gaul. 
(Burns, p. 47.) In any case, De Bello Galileo contains several references to tribute 
from Gallic races without specifying its form, yet it is safe to assume that in Gaul 
gold and silver were in monetary use at that time. 

10 Ddchelette > La Collection Mfllon , pp. 191-243, refers to “iron spits of the Gallic 
period, serving as primitive money.” 

u Julius Cassar, De Bello Galhco, v, xu. 
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in which La T6ne culture entered Britain from Brittany. 12 In South- 
Eastern England where tin coinage was in use during the Iron Age, no 
iron currency bars have been found. 18 

Gold rings found in various parts of England are considered by some 
archaeologists to have been used as currency. Among others m Grunta 
Fen, Cambridgeshire, five small rings attached to a larger gold ring were 
found. 14 

There are some references of dubious value to the use of leather 
money in Ancient Scotland. According to the Historie of Scotland 
written in Latin by Johne Leslie, Bishop of Rosse, 15 the mythical Reutha 
King of Scotland, alleged to have reigned between 187 and 173 B.C., 
caused pennies to be coined, “of a buffill hyde, to wit sik kynde of 
lathir, because afor him in Albion was na vsse for stricken or cuinzet 
money.” This remark is reproduced here for what it is worth. 

Among the objects which have been claimed to have served monetary 
purpose in Early Britain are small coal discs found in Dorset. Refer- 
ence to them is found in Hutchins' History of Dorsetshire : “Near 
Smedmore is found what the county people call coal money. It is gener- 
ally discovered on the top of the cliff two or three feet below the surface 
and closed between two stones set edgeways and covered with a third . . . 
and mingled with a few bones of some animal. . , . They are of a round 
form one to two or three inches and a half in diameter and a quarter of 
an inch thick; one side is flat, the other convex on which are several 
mouldings; on the other side are two, sometimes four, small round holes 
near the rim (perhaps the centre holes by which they were fixed to the 
turning press) but they do not penetrate through the piece. Antiquaries 
conclude them to be British antiquities but whether amulets or money 
is not agreed. ... It may be observed that coal is the cant word for 
money, whence ‘down with your coal’ is a common expression in some 
countries for ‘pay your money’. 5 ’ 16 This last piece of “evidence” shows 
the length to which zealots of a theory are prepared to go in quest of 
support for their argument. 

W. A. Miles, an archeologist in the early 19th century who spent some 
months in the Warekam district and purchased from local labourers all 
pieces that were available, gave a detailed description of the circum- 
stances in which these coal discs were found, circumstances which 
appear to indicate that they were used in connection with funerals, or for 

12 R. C. Collingwood and J. N. L. Myers, Roman Britain and the English Settle- 
ments (Oxford, 1936), p 29 See also D. Kendrick and C. F. C. Hawkes, 
Archaeology in England and Wales (London, 1932), p. 176, 

13 Derek Allen, British Tin Coinage of the Iron Age (Transactions of the Inter- 
national Numismatic Congress, London, 1936, London, 1938), p. 854. 

14, Numismatic Chronicle (Vol. xiv, London, 1852), p. 63 ff. 

“Translated from Latin by Jas. Dalrymple in 1596 (Scottish Text Society, 1885), 
p. 326. 

x * Hutchins' History of Dorsetshire , Vol. i, p. 197. Quoted by Ruding, Vol, I, p. 4. 
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sacrificial rather than monetary purposes. 17 The discs had been turned 
in a lathe and the mouldings and ornaments had been formed with great 
neatness and precision. Some years previous to Miles’s investigations 
“coal money” was more abundant and several large pieces were found 
on which, according to fishermen, some characters were visible, but 
no such specimens had been preserved. 

Miles is of the opinion that these coal discs were produced and used 
not by the Ancient Britons, but by some Phoenician or Carthagenean 
colony. 12 Other authorities also feel that it is not probable that the 
Britons had the necessary machines or the skill to use them in so re- 
markable a manner. 19 It stands to reason that these objects could not 
have been used as a circulating medium, as they would not have re- 
mained intact if they had passed from hand to hand. The fact that they 
were invariably found with animal remains certainly does indicate some 
mysterical use in sacrifice or sepulchural rites. 20 

The reason why so much space has been devoted here to the dis- 
cussion of an object which, on the face of the evidence, is unlikely to 
have served a monetary purpose lies in the fact that specimens of 
this coal money have been included in the Knox Collection of Moneys, 
Buffalo Museum of Science,- and m the Catalogue of that Collection it 
is stated that it was used as currency between the 1st century B.c. and 
the 5th century a.d . 21 Stuart Mosher’s book which includes the Cata- 
logue contains no further evidence to confirm the monetary use of these 
coal discs, still less any reference to justify the claim that they were used 
during the period indicated by the Catalogue. On the basis of the evi- 
dence available, it seems difficult to accept the claim. Nevertheless, the 
Catalogue and Mosher were right in recording it, if only to encourage 
further enquiry into the matter. 

Copper ingots may possibly have served as a currency in Ancient 
Wales. According to R. A, Smith, the term cere in Julius Caesar’s remark 
may possibly have referred to such currency. Cakes of copper, dating 
from the Roman period have also been found near Andesey, in Kent, 
and elsewhere, 22 

It should be emphasized that, although various kinds of primitive 
money were used in Ancient Britain even after the Roman regime, 
already before the Roman conquest both foreign and local coins were in 
use. There is not sufficient material of evidence to indicate the relative 
importance of primitive and modern money, or the nature of the 
former’s monetary functions. As indicated above, various areas of Britain 
did not progress at the same pace towards the adoption of modern 
money. 

17 W. A. Miles, A Minute Account of the Kimmeridge Coal Money (London, 1826). 

18 Miles, p. 64, 10 Ruding, VoL I, p. 4. S0 Miles, pp. 49-51, 

al Stuart Mosher, The Story of Money as told by the Knox Collection. (Bulletin of 
the Buffalo Society of Natural Sciences, VoL xvrr, No. 2, Buffalo, 1936), p. 71. 

aa R, A, Smith, p. 187. 
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SLAVE GIRL MONEY OF IRELAND 

A full-grown cow or ox was in ancient times a very general standard of 
value in Ireland. It was used both in actual payment and in estimating 
amounts. 1 There is ample evidence in support of this statement in the 
t,ext of the Brehon Laws which are believed to have originated during the 
5th century a.d. and may be assumed therefore to reflect conditions 
prevailing even earlier. The Brehon Laws contain many instances of 
the use of the cow standard in connection with payment of rents and 
blood money. Values are expressed m cows, also rates of wages. Poets, 
builders, etc., received payment in cows. 2 

As Ridgeway pointed out, Irish tradition in respect of the use of the 
cow as a monetary unit goes back far beyond the date at which the 
Brehon Laws were compiled; and from it we get a glimpse of a system 
almost Homeric. Thus the Annals of the Four Masters, originating 
from a.d. 106, state that the tribute ( Boroimhe meaning literally “cow- 
tax”) paid by the King of Leinster consisted of 150 cows, 150 pigs, 
150 couples of men and women in servitude, 150 girls and 150 caul- 
drons. 8 Cattle was loaned extensively in early Ireland. The recipients of 
such loans became the vassal of their creditor. 4 

Another favourite monetary unit in Ancient Ireland was the slave girl 
or bondsmaid (< kumal ), Fines were fixed in kumals . There is a reference 
in Ancient Irish literature to a king, said to have lived during the 1st 
century a.d., who had a chessboard, each piece of which was worth six 
ku?nals. & The oldest epic poem of Western Europe, the Tain , which is 
supposed to have originated just before the beginning of the Christian 
era, refers to a chariot belonging to Queen Maeve which was worth thrice 
seven bondsmaids. 6 There is a reference in St. Patrick’s Confessions to a 
payment that he had to make for his safe conduct when visiting Western 
Ireland in the following terms: — “You know by experience how much 
I have paid out to those who were judges in all the regions which I have 
often visited ; for I think that I have given away to them not less than the 
price of fifteen humans ( pretium qnindecim hominum ).” 7 Now this may 
mean that he actually surrendered fifteen slaves or slave girls, or merely 

Hoyce, Social History of Ireland , Vol. ii, p. 385. Quoted by Patrick Nolan, A 
Monetary History of Ireland (London, 1926), Part i, p. 93 

i Nnliin, \ ol r, pp 93— t 98 9 102-3. 

*Annah oi the Tom Mawi s (<) l)ono\un s cd'iion) Quoted by Ridgeway . pp. 31-2 

'Lujo Uicntano, J me GcsUnchte del worn hot tin hen Lt ivAckehrg Etvjlnnds 
Vol. i (Jena. 192'“) p. 14 

'•Nolan, \o» i, pp 1 17-8. The \aluc of a kunnd was equal to lIilcc milch cows. 
(W. F Skene. Celtic Scotland 2nd Edn Ldinbuigh, 1890. Vol nr p. 153). 

0 Nolan. \oi i. p. 128. 

7 Tnpartne Life of St Pah >ck ir, 372. Quoted bv l Sccbohm. Tubal Custom m 
Angio-Saxo}. Lav (London, 1911). p. 100 
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that he made payment of some form to an amount equal to their price. 
As he was strongly opposed to slavery, the latter explanation, according 
to which he used slaves merely as a standard of value and not as a 
means of payment, seems much more likely to be right. On another 
occasion St. Patrick is represented as putting the alternative between the 
death of a transgressor and the payment of seven slaves. 8 The Hibernian 
Synod, which sat under him in the 5th century, decreed that he who 
sheds the blood of a bishop or a high prince or a scribe “shall be cruci- 
fied or pay seven ancillee The text adds that if paid in specie, one-third 
of the fine must be paid in silver.® This clearly indicates that the unit of 
slave girl merely served, on that occasion at any rate, as a standard of 
value. 

It is believed that the kumal became an abstract unit of account by 
the 2nd century a.d. In the Senchus Mor , dealing with the law of distress, 
reference is made to the payment of blood money consisting of “seven 
kumals of silver” and “seven kumals of land” for killing someone who 
was under the protection of Fegus, King of Uladh. 10 Seven kumals 
appear to be the popular unit, and there are also references to payments 
of half of seven kumals , u which conclusively proves that kumal was 
during that period a standard of value, not a medium of exchange. 

From a passage in the Senchus Mor 12 and the Book of Aicill the 
following table of values is evolved: — 

8 wheat-grains = 1 pinginn of silver. 

3 pinginns = 1 screpall. 

3 screpalls — 1 sheep. 

4 sheep — 1 heifer. 

6 heifers = 1 cow. 

3 cows — 1 kumal 

Yet another favourite means of payment and standard of value was 
the bag of grain, containing usually oats or barley. Presumably it was 
used for smaller values than the kumal or the cow. Judging by several 
passages in the Brehon Laws, a bag of grain of standard size must have 
been equal to a screpall of silver. 13 Rents for grazing rights, fines for 
trespassing were fixed in the Brehon Laws in bags of grain. The legal 
text refers at times to half and quarter bags, while the smallest unit was 
the handful. 14 Poems, much older even than the Brehon Laws, indicate 
the practice of reckoning in bags of grain. 15 

According to Joyce, from the very beginning of the records of Ireland, 
gold and silver were used as a medium of exchange, sometimes as ingots, 
and more commonly in the form of rings, bracelets and other orna- 

Mripartite Life, I, 212. 

9 Wasserschleben, Die Bussordnungen der abendlandischen Kirche> p. 136. Quoted 
by Seebohm, p. 101. 

10 Brehon Laws , iv, i, 65-77. Quoted by Nolan, Vol. r, pp. 120-3. 

u Seebohm, p. 103. Ia Seebohm, p. 97. ls Nolan, Vol. I, p. 124 

14 Nolan, Vol. i, p. 125. 16 Nolan, Vol. i, p, 126. 
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ments. 18 Silver and gold by weight were used as means of payment. 
Cormac Cass, who lived during the first half of the 3rd century a.d., is 
recorded to have given nine ounces and 500 ounces of silver to bards 
and learned men for praising him. 17 

Rings and other ornaments of standard weight were used as a medium 
of exchange. Gold, iron and brass rings existed in Ireland for ages prior 
to our era. 18 Open rings were the most common form of smaller gold 
ring money found in Ireland. They were made of gold wire of the re- 
quired thickness and cut into lengths of equal weights. 18 Vast quantities 
of gold, silver and brass rings have been dug up in Ireland. The unifor- 
mity of the weight of a large number of them is quoted as evidence that 
they served monetary purposes. Betham states that they are all different 
multiples of the half-penny weight, but this claim, like other similar 
claims, must be regarded with some doubt. In addition to the gold rings, 
an immense number of brass rings were found in the County Monaghan 
and elsewhere in the early 19th century. A number of brass rings were 
intended to be counterfeits of gold rings — they are exactly the same 
shape and size, neatly covered over with a coating of gold plate and defy 
detection unless weighed. 540 The rings are believed to have been the 
principal circulating medium till the arrival of the Danes (11th century), 
when coined money came to be adopted. 21 

The similarity of these rings to the manillas which until recently con- 
stituted the principal currency along the West African coast, was often 
pointed out. According to Betham, the term manilla is of Celto- 
Phoenician-Irish origin. Main is “value” or “worth” and aillech is 
“cattle,” or any kind of properly. 22 The etymological evidence seems 
somewhat far-fetched in this instance as in many other instances. 

18 Joycc, Vol. II, p. 383. Quoted by Nolan, VoL I, p. 146. 

17 Nolan, Vol. I, p 128. 

1 "Sir Wm. Betham, On the Ring Money of the Celt re ami their System of Weights 
(Ti an sections of the Royal Irish Academy, 1836 Vol. xvu, 1837, p. 9). 

J0 Beihuni, p. 10. “Botham, p. 11. 

21 J. Lindsay, A Vi cy.' of the Coinage of Ireland (Cork, 1839), p 5 

23 Sit Wm. Betham, On Modem and Ancient Ring Money (Proceedings of the Royal 
Itish Academy, Vol. I, pp, 70-21) 


CHAPTER 16 

CATTLE CURRENCY OF INDIA 

In India, as in many other parts of Asia, livestock was probably one of 
the earliest forms of currency. Cows, goats and sheep were media of 
exchange during the peiiod of the Brahman literature. The salary of 
performcis of sacred eeiemotncs was fixed in cattle. Dowries were paid 
in cows or cloth or slave girls. 1 At the Lime of Buddha (6th century n.c.) 
T Prau Nath, Tausch und Geld in Altindien (Leipzig, ly24), p. 7. 



250 


HISTORICAL — ANCIENT PERIOD 


the price of a slave girl was four to five cows or six oxen. Ancient legal 
texts contained many references to cattle as means of payment. Accord- 
ing to the laws of Manu (about 900 b.c.), if one of the highest of the 
twice-born Brahman class slew one of the Warrior class involuntarily, 
he might cleanse himself by paying to the Brahmans or priests 1,000 
cows and a bull. If he slew one of the agricultural or trading class, the 
payment was 100 cows and a bull; if the victim was one of the servile 
class, ten cows and a bull was payable. 2 

Judging by the epic poem Mahabharata (7th to 4th century B.c.), 
cattle was the main form of wealth. 3 At the same time cows served also 
as a standard of value to facilitate direct barter, according to evidence 
contained in the Buddhist literature. 4 According to a text in the Rig- 
Veda (about 1400 b.c.), ten cows were the price of an image of Indra. 5 
The monetary use of cattle is also confirmed by etymological evidence. 
The modern monetary unit rupee originated from the Sanskrit word 
rupa which means “cattle.” 

Rice was also one of the principal standards of value over a long 
period. 3 It was also a medium of exchange. Other alleged early media 
of exchange are claimed to have included clay and lacquer. 7 

Cowries constituted an early form of currency. The early Indian 
mathematic treatise Bhascara Aharaya’s Lilivati , portions of which were 
written A.D. 628, contains reference to their monetary use. The Chinese 
traveller and scholar Fa Hsien, who spent several years in India at the 
beginning of the 5th century a.d,, states that cowries formed the ordi- 
nary currency. 8 Even earlier, from the 3rd century b.c., cowries were a 
currency and had a very high purchasing power in India, Twenty of 
them sufficed to pay for the daily wants of a man. Even one single cow- 
rie had a fair purchasing power in fruits and vegetables. 6 

A wide variety of goods was used as means of payment. Taxes were 
paid largely in kind. In a treatise on political economy written in the 4th 
century b.c., Tsanakia, Finance Minister of Tsandragupta, gives details 
of the mixed economy that was m operation. The King’s revenue con- 
sisted partly of money but included also grain and other goods, 10 The 
provincial treasuries, like those of Ancient Egypt, became depositories 
of an immense variety of products. In transactions between private 

Ordinances of Manu, XI, pp. 128-131. Quoted by Seebohm, p. 3. 

8 Pran Nath, p. 23. 

4 Caroline Foley Rhys Davids, Notes on Early Economic Conditions in Northern 
India (Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, London, 1901), p. 876. 

6 Rig-Veda, rv, 24, 10. Quoted by R. K. Mookerji, Hindu Civilization (London, 
1936). 

fl Rhys Davids, p. 876. 

7 Pramathanath Banerja, A Study of Indian Economics , 2nd Edn. (London, 1915), 
pp. 167-8. 

8 V. A. Smith, The Early History of India, 4th Edn. (Oxford, 1924), p. 314. 

Tran Nath, p. 1 . 

10 Extracts of this early work on ecnomics appeared in English translation in the 
India Antiquary of 1905. 
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individuals, too, both money and commodities were used for payments. 
The rule was similar to that prevailing in Ancient Babylonia — payment 
was in metallic money in towns and in commodities in villages. While, 
however, in Babylonia barley largely served as means of payment in 
villages, performing distinct monetary functions, in Ancient India the 
multiplicity of the goods serving as means of payment materially re- 
duced the monetary role of any one of them. Nevertheless, it is possible 
to claim that grain was a primitive currency in large parts of India. At 
weddings the bride paid the priest in grain. u Loans were granted in 
terms of grain. Interest rate was even higher than on loans granted an 
metallic money. Some law books laid down that no debtor should ever 
be compelled to repay more than double the amount borrowed if the 
loan was in gold, and three times the amount if the loan was in grain. 
(Vasts tha ir, 44). 12 During the 4th century a.d. one per cent per month 
on loans of grain by the King to farmers was considered the ideal rate. 
In practice up to five per cent per month was often charged to low-caste 
borrowers, or if security was inadequate. Even Brahmans had to pay 
two per cent. 18 

India had metallic currencies from a very early period. Gold played 
a very important role in Ancient India. According to W. J. Perry, every 
place mentioned in the Rig-Veda which Sanskrit scholars have been able 
to identify happens to be a site where gold was found. In Southern India 
most ancient stone structures, indicating early civilization, are found in 
vast numbers in certain regions of the States of Hyderabad, Mysore, 
etc., always in close association with extensive and long-forgotten gold 
mines revealed by recent archeological exploration. 

Notwithstanding this, gold was not the earliest monetary metal used 
in Ancient India. Excavations at Mohenjo Daro (Sind) have brought to 
light certain oblong bars of copper which their discoverer assumes to 
have been coins. 14 Buddhist literature contains frequent reference to 
metallic money pieces, but there is no evidence to show that these pieces 
conformed to any standard or that they were regulated by anv state 
authority. They appear to have been cut into regular shapes and the 
punchmark they bore was probably that of traders in metals. 35 Long 
before the Greek invasion such pieces of metals appear to have been in 
use. Oblong, square or round pieces have been found in all pails of 
India. They were believed to have been employed as measures of value. 1 * 
These pieces of metals commonly, but not always, bear on them rude 

n Pran Nath, p. 7. 

12 Pramathanath Banerja, Public Administration in Ancient India (London. 1916), 
p. 274. 

13 L. D. Barnett, Antiquities of India (London, 1913), p. 211. 

14 Sir John Marshall, Director of Archaeology in India in the Illustrated London 
News , 20th September, 1924, p. 528. Quoted by Bums, p. 37. 

16 Thomas, Ancient Indian Weights , p. 4. Quoted by Rhys Davids, p. 877. 

lfi Prof. Wilson, Asiatic Reseaches , Yol. xvn, p. 596. Quoted by BrijkishOie Bnai- 
gava, Indigenous Banking in Ancient and Medieval India (Bombay, 1935), pp. 276-7. 
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symbols of the sun, the moon, the star, or some nondescript mark to 
which it is not easy to assign a definite significance. 17 Some pieces of 
metals were cut out of hammered sheets of copper or silver, and were in 
many instances clipped to conform to uniform weight standards. 18 They 
are known under the name of puranas . There is no information to 
indicate whether the punchmarks on them indicated State guarantee. 

At Singavaram (Madras Presidency), silver blocks and spiral coils 
of thick silver wire were found together with small silver coins. There 
were six square blocks, weighing each about fifteen and a half tolas , 
bearing the symbol of a bull in well-marked relief. Their uniformity 
suggests their use as currency. There were also spiral rings of silver, one 
and a half inches in diameter, six inches long, and of a thickness of about 
a quarter of an inch. The assumption is that uniform lengths of wire 
were clipped off whenever necessary, hammered into flans, then struck 
into primitive coins. 18 

As elsewhere, metals were used for payment by weight. Fines of 100, 
500, 1,000, etc., panas were fixed in legal texts. The unit of weight is 
believed to have become gradually a monetary unit. 20 Gold and silver 
bars were often sealed by merchants; frequently many merchants put 
their seals on these bars, as and when they exchanged hands. 21 In the 
Rig-Veda there are instances of Vedic bards acknowledging the gift of 
‘TOO pieces of gold.” There is, however, no distinct allusion to coined 
money. 22 The word nishki is often used in the Rig-Veda and while in 
some passages it is taken to mean money, in others it implies a golden 
ornament for the neck, Jackson points out the two interpretations are 
not necessarily contradictory for in India pieces of gold serving as 
money have been used as ornaments for the neck from times immemorial. 23 
Pran Nath suggests that the pieces of metals which were in circulation 
at the time of the Vedas served primarily for payment to Brahmans for 
performing sacrifices and they were stamped with a sign in commemora- 
tion of these sacrifices. 24 

Although there can be no doubt that various kinds of primitive cur- 
rencies were in existence since early times, the bulk of trade was done by 
barter. In fact, early legislation imposed deliberate limitations to the use 
of money. Many objects were excluded from money traffic and were 
only allowed to be traded through barter. The list of these goods quoted 
by Pran Nath is very long, and its application must have reduced 
considerably the sphere in which money could function. 25 According to 

17 Prof. Wilson, Ariana Antigua , p. 364. Quoted by Bhargava, p. 277. 

18 C. J. Brown, The Coins of India (Calcutta, 1922), p, 15. 

u Prof. Wilson, Essay on Indian Antiquities, Quoted by Bhargava, p. 277. 

20 T. G. Aravamuthan, A New Type of Punchmarked Coin (Transactions of the 
International Numismatic Congress, 1936) (London, 1938), pp. 393-4. 

21 E, Thomas, Ancient Indian Weights . Quoted by Babelon. p. 100. 

a2 A. V. Williams Jackson, History of India (London, 1906), Vol. i, p. 19. 

“Jackson, p. 20. “Pran Nath, p. 22. 

“Pran Nath, p. 4. 
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other interpretations, however, these restrictions only applied to 
Brahmans. 36 

Judging by the high purchasing power of the monetary units in early 
times, the volume of currency must have been rather short of require- 
ments. The Atharvaveda contains a prayer for the increase in the volume 
of currency brought by the merchants to the market so as to be able to 
earn money with the aid of money. 87 

There is no evidence of the use of fiduciary currencies ; all objects used 
for monetary purposes were either useful or ornamental, and had there- 
fore an intrinsic value apart altogether from the value conferred on them 
by their monetary use. 28 

2Q Pran Nath, p. 5. 

27 Quoted by Alfons Dopsch, Naturalmrtschaft und Geidwirtschaft in der Welt - 
geschichte (Vienna, 1930), pp. 40-1 

2B Rhys Davids, p. 881. 


CHAPTER 17 

SHELL, SILK AND METAL CURRENCIES OF CHINA 

China is practically the only country about which we possess detailed 
evidence concerning the early evolution of her primitive currency. We 
owe it to Terrien de Lacouperie who, in his Catalogue of Chinese Coins t l 
produces a chronological list of the outstanding numismatic events 
from the earliest time to the 7th century a.d. Unfortunately, in many 
instances he does not quote his authorities. Nevertheless, he is accepted 
by all numismatists and monetary historians as the leading authority 
on Ancient Chinese currency, even though some Chinese scholars are 
not altogether satisfied about the authenticity of some of his informa- 
tion. The present chapter is based largely on his material. 

The pre-Chinese population of China had used cowrie shells as a 
medium of exchange. When the Chinese arrived on the scene (24th 
century b.c.) they found cowries in general use. The Chinese invaders, 
who for many centuries consu luted a minority of the population, regu- 
lated the circulation of cowries as well as that of tortoise-shells and other 
shells. 3 Reference to cowries appear in Ya-Kmg , the oldest Chinese 
book. 3 The same book also mentioned tortoise-shell currency, used for 
laigc payments which would ha\e required loo many cowries. The use 
of cowries and other shells by the early Chinese as currency is also 
indicated by ethnological evidence. The w r ords denoting “buying,” 

Tcmcn dc lacoupenc, Catalogue of Chinese Coins from the 1th centuiy b.c. to 
A.D 621 including the series in the British Museum (London, 1892). 

8 Temen dc ( ■Koupene. The Xfetatlu Couf-es of Ancient China (The Journal of 
the Roval Asiatic Society, Vol xx, London, 1888), p 438. 

3 Ridgcway, p. 21. 
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“selling,” “riches,” “prices,” “cheap,” “dear,” and many others re- 
ferring to money and wealth contain the ideographic sign denoting the 
word “shell.” 4 

There is evidence indicating the use of cowries as store of wealth in 
the 14th century b.c. In 1375 b.c. P’An Keng of the Shang Dynasty 
rebuked his Ministers for their greed in hoarding cowries and gems. By 
then the Chinese had adopted and regulated for their own requirements 
cowries and tortoise-shells of various sizes used as currency by the 
pre-Chinese tribes. 6 By 852 b.c. supplies of tortoise-shells and cow- 
ries became distinctly scarce, 6 and by the end of the 7th century b.c,, 
they had become too scarce to satisfy monetary requirements. 7 

In 221 b c. the first Emperor of China forbade the use of cowries and 
tortoise-shells, and also of gems, pearls and tin, as currency. 8 In a.d. 10, 
however, Wang Mang, wishing to return to the ancient state of things 
in every way, attempted among other changes to restore the use of shell 
currency. He instituted a system under which there were five different 
varieties of shells serving as monetary units at an arbitrary value. 9 The 
largest type of cowries was equal to 216 ordinary cowries a pair. Cowries 
which were smaller than sixth-tenths of an inch were not used for cur- 
rency. Of tortoise-shells there were four different sorts, of various sizes 
and denominations, with different values. 10 The intelligent section of the 
population, especially the merchants, objected to this revival of an 
antiquated system. They gave vent to their feelings in a seditious popular 
little song. Four years later Wang Mang realized his mistake at last and 
discontinued the system of shell money. 11 

In addition to cowries and tortoise-shells, pearl oyster shells were also 
used in Ancient China, the unit being a pair. 12 The popularity of cowries 
as currency led to the use of metallic cowries around 600 B.c. in order to 
combine the time-honoured shape of the currency with the advantage 
of the use of metals for monetary purposes. 18 It has also been said that 
the idea of a hole in the Chinese “knife money” (which subsequently 
developed into a round coin with a square hole) was suggested by the 
practice of stringing the cowrie shells. 14 There are, however, alternative 
explanations, as we shall see below. 

Metals by weight were in use from very early times. In the 23rd 
century b.c. goods were traded against wrought and unwrought metals 
by weight. 15 In the 11th century b.c. the amount of metal to be paid by 
those convicted of crimes as an alternative to their punishment was 

4 Lord Avebury, Inaugural Presidential Address at the Institute of Bankers (Journal 
of the Institute of Bankers, June, 1 879), p. 2. 

6 Lacouperie, Catalogue of Chinese Coins , p. i x. 

°Lacouperie, p. x. ’Lacouperie, p. xn. B Lacouperie, p. xiv. 

°Lord Avebury, p. 2. 10 Lacouperie, pp. 381-2. n Lacouperie, p. 383. 

18 Lacouperie, p. xx. 

u Lacouperie (1888), pp. 438-9. 

u Wen Pin Wei, The Currency Problem in China (New York, 1914), p. 12. 

w Lacouperie, p. vm. 
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fixed. 16 Copper was in use from the 3rd millenium. 17 Gold and silver 
was also used, though, according to some students of Ancient China, 
only at a much later period. Unwrought metals continued to be used in 
the more backward parts of China as currency even after the adoption of 
coinage. 18 Gold was used in cubes and bronze in rings, in ingots or in 
plates circulating by weight. 19 It has been suggested that the gold cubes 
were only used for the purchase of jewels or as presents from Princes to 
wealthy persons. 20 Later silver was used as a medium of exchange in the 
shape of ingots. 21 

As in Ancient Egypt, metallic money often assumed the form of rings. 
In the middle of the 10th century penalties were expressed in terms of 
rings of copper weighing six ounces. 22 Culprits were allowed to escape 
their punishment by paying 100, 200, 500 or 1,000 pieces of ring money. 
It is believed to have originated in the 11th century when Tcheng, King 
of Tchou, established special Treasury Offices to regulate the metal and 
silk currency. 23 It was not until 655 B.c. — about the same time as in 
Lydia and in Argos — that the ring money of the Central Kingdom of 
Tchou came to be stamped. 21 

The use of implement money was not slow to follow that of raw 
metals. In 1954 b.c. the founder of the Hia Dynasty cast metal imple- 
ments which were easy to barter for the relief of his people in distress 
during the floods of the Hwang-Ho. 25 Towards the end of the 2nd 
millenium small implements of bronze in daily use such as hoes, spades 
and sickles, exchanged by weight, became a favourite currency.” It is 
only natural that among agricultural people the implements most likely 
to develop a monetary use should be agricultural tools. 27 By the 7th 
century knives, sickles, hoes or adzes formed the lower currency in 
China. 

Knives became by far the most important type of early currency. 
Their introduction is attributed in a rather legendary way to the dis- 
content caused among the soldiers of Prince Hwan by the stringent 
monetary conditions in the 7th century b.c. Their general, to allay the 
disaffection, authorized them to make use of their metal knives for 
barter. The people were delighted with the innovation and found the 
knife a convenient medium of exchange. 28 Another version of the origin 
of knife money was that Prince Hwan authorized the payment of fines 
for slight offences in metal knives instead of the legal ring currency. 29 
According to yet another version, it was sea traders of the Indian Ocean 
who had established a colony in Shantung who started issuing large 
bronze knives of regular weight for currency with a distinct mark or 
emblem around 670 b.c. The issue of knife coins remained largely in the 


1Q Lacouperie, p. r x. 
ia Lacoupene, p. x. 
a2 Bums, p 14. 
”Lacouperie, p. xx 
38 Lacouperie, p. 213. 


17 A. Dopsch, p. 30. 18 Lacouperie, p. xrv. 

20 Burns, p. 23. ai Dopsch* p. 31. 

a3 Lacouperie, p. x, p. 319. 24 Lacouperie, p. xh. 
20 Lacoupene, p. x. 27 Bums, p, 28. 

* 9 Lacouperie, p. xi. 
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hands of merchants, merchant guilds or local authorities. As they circu- 
lated without State authority they cannot be regarded as coins proper. 
After a time the word tao (knife) lost its proper meaning and was used 
simply as a unit of currency. 30 Knife money had a round ring for handle 
with a square hole in it. Subsequently the knife part was abandoned and 
only the round disc with a square hole remained as the traditional 
Chinese coin. Incidentally, neither the knives nor the various other 
implements used as currency were usuable for non-monetary purposes. 
After a while they became merely symbols of the objects out of which 
they originated. In particular hoe money came to assume such a curious 
shape that many numismatists refer to it as “shirt money,” since it 
resembles the shape of a shirt. 

The nearest thing to State regulation of knife money was the enact- 
ment of rules for the weights of metallic currency between 670-655 B.c. 
by Prince Hwan. He also caused implement money to be cast in order 
to make known the models and weights to the people. 31 Gradually, 
however, the various Chinese rulers came to adopt coins of their own, 
though it was not until 135 b.c. that free coinage was forbidden. At the 
same time implement money of every kind was also demonetized. 

Grain constituted another early primitive currency in Ancient China. 
It was displaced by metallic currencies, but on three occasions between 
the 1st century b.c. and the 5th century a.d. attempts were made by 
conservative Emperors to revert to it. In 48 B.c. counterfeiting had 
brought the metallic currency into such disrepute that the revival of the 
use of grain, silk, hempen and silk cloth, and shells as media of exchange 
was seriously considered. 32 In a.d. 24 grain was actually adopted as 
currency, and so was silk and hempen cloth and metal in lumps by 
weight. The experiment did not last long, 33 but it was repeated once 
more in a.d. 402, again because the metallic currency had been hope- 
lessly debased by counterfeiting. It was found, however, that even 
commodity currencies were not immune from debasement. Much 
hardship was caused to the people because of the introduction of moist 
grain and flimsy, loosely woven silk as currency. It was decided therefore 
to revert to metallic coinage. 34 

Silk was a popular form of currency in China. The word pu, which 
originally meant cloth, subsequently assumed the meaning of “money.” 
Pieces of hemp or silk cloth were used as a medium of exchange during 
the 2nd millenium and were regulated into a currency system in 1091 
B.c. Tcheng, second King of Tchou, circulated silk in pieces of regular 
size. 35 Such was the popularity of silk as currency that in the 6th century 
b.c., when coins were already well known, payment in coinage was 
refused by the Prince of TsTn for the release of an officer; he insisted 

, S0 Lacouperie, p. 331, 81 Lacouperie, pp. xi, xn. 

32 Lacouperie, p. xv. 33 Lacouperie, p. 369. 

^Lacouperie, p. 403, 35 Lacouperie, pp. x, xvm. 
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that the coins must first be exchanged for silk* 3 * In 460 B.c. the King of 
Ts’U established three boards for the management of the currency, one 
being in charge of gems, the second of gold and the third of coins and 
silk. With the popularization of metallic coinage, silk currency fell in 
disuse, but, as we saw above, attempts were made at times to revive 
its monetary use. Apart from the instances referred to above, in 
A.d. 347, the old currency of silk and hempen cloth was substituted for 
copper coin in Western Shensi. 37 Pieces of closely woven silk and hem- 
pen cloth were ripped up to be employed as currency even though in 
doing so they were made unfit for use as clothing and their intrinsic 
value was destroyed. Before long copper coinage was restored, however. 

Salt was yet another material which served as money in Ancient 
China. 38 In the 7th century b.c. the States of Liang, Tchou, Sung, Wei 
and others used salt extensively and the authorities were in great trouble 
when the usual supply was not forthcoming at the proper time. 39 Other 
materials which are claimed to have played the part of currency include 
clay. Tn a.d. 513-516 some clay money was said to have been issued 
about which wc have no paruculais. 40 Cardboard is also said to have 
been used as cuiicncy, though Tcrrien dc Lacoupciie does not give any 
details Finally, the use of deerskin as currency is mentioned 11 In reality, 
on Terrien dc Laccmpene’s own evidence, the so-called deerskin cur- 
rency issued in 119 b.c. was merely a sort of token oi badge for which 
the King*!. Feudal Piinccs and noblemen had to pay the Emperor 
400,000 copper cash pieces. The} weic compelled to wear them as 
badges of honom without which entrance to Court and audience by the 
Emperor could not be obtained It is characteristic of the loose employ- 
ment of the term “money” that these obviously non-monetary objects 
should come to be described as Mich. 

Credit was highly developed in Ancient China. During the Tchou 
Dynasty (1 122-256 n e.) an institution was established to make advances 
both for purposes of production and consumption. Early Chinese 
texts contain many icfcicnces to laws concerning lending. 

The role played by ihc \anous Chinese Governments was much more 
active than ihal played bv the State in Ancient Egypt or even in Baby- 
lonia. Money as a medium of exchange evidently played a much more 
active pan in Ancient China than m either of these two Empires. The 
pan played by money m Chinese economic life dut mg the early ocriod 
is not adequately indicated by the material available and it is a pity that 

’"LSbOUpSIlC, p. XlIT 

"'Lacourune. p xrv. 

H-acoupene, p. xx 

1 L.u-oupeue t n xtt 

“Lacoupciic, p 424 Similar cun cnc> was issued aliei the T* A ng Dynasty in the 
10th ccntniy, 

41 T i'co'jdci 'o, pp 358-9 

4 'Kin-\Vci Shaw, ( hmvse ftanfang (7 \c China Cuvc , 1 9th July, 1928) Quoted by 
F. M Tamagna, Banking and Finance m China (New Yoik, 1942), p. 13. 
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Chinese students of economic history have not made more facts acces- 
sible to those unacquainted with their language. 

The above survey of primitive currencies in Ancient China shows a 
remarkable contrast between the high degree of development of Ancient 
Chinese civilization and the backward and untidy currency situation 
that prevailed most of the time. We must bear in mind, however, that 
Ancient China was a conglomeration of races at various stages of 
cultural development, and that very often a primitive form of currency 
was maintained by the more advanced sections of the community for the 
sake of being able to trade with a more backward community which 
knew no other currency. 



PART II: MEDIEVAL PERIOD 


CHAPTER 18 

RINGS AND WEIGHED METAL CURRENCIES OF THE BRITISH 

ISLES 


I n Anglo-Saxon and Norman England coins were in general use. 
Nevertheless, various forms of primitive money continued to be 
used simultaneously with modern money, partly owing to the 
scarcity of coins and partly owing to the distrust that arose from time 
to time as a result of debasement or counterfeiting. 

The English word “fee” originated from the German word vieh 
(cattle) through the intermediary of the Anglo-Saxon word feoh > mean- 
ing cattle, property, treasure, price, reward, levy, tribute, money. 1 This 
itself seems to indicate that in early England cattle was a favourite 
means of payment. In fact, the wergeld was fixed in the early laws both 
in terms of cattle and in metal currency. Ine’s Law at the end of the 7th 
century gives fines in terms of cattle. 2 * In Wessex the wergeld varied 
between two hundred and thirty-three and a third oxen. The quotations 
in fractions of oxen shows that the ox was a unit of account rather than 
a means of payment. In the Code of Athenian (895-940). the value of the 
ox was fixed at thirty pence for the purpose of wergeld. ■ The value of a 
sheep was fixed at a shilling which at that lime w as equal to four pence. 4 
Among the early English, cattle and slaves were always taken as pay- 
ment, and consequently estimates of \aUic were commonly made in 
terms of cattle, and occasionally m slaves/ 1 
There is no direct evidence to show that skins were used at any lime 
as a cmrcncy in England. But the fact that they had been ibed as token 
payment— in the Domesday Book (1085-86) the icnt of Chester is given 
as forLy-five pounds and thiec marten skins — makes it appear at least 
possible that at an early period they played a monetary role/ There is 
some evidence of doubtful value about the use of leather money in 

1 Mntzciath, Die altenglischcn Women cler Gelefoeitc, Masse mid Oew ichte (Bonn, 
19H), p 2 

*Kcaiy(1879), p 7. 

°I[. M Chadwick, Studies on Anglo-Saxon Institutions (Cambndge, 1905), p. 156. 
‘Chndwick, p 62 

‘VV. Cummgnam, The (how/h of Finish Irulnstiy and Comma ce during the 
Middle Ages (3id Din., Cambridge, 1896). p. 122. 

B \V. Charlton, Leather Currency (Brit Numismatic Journal, Vol. m, 1906), p 315. 
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the time of King Edgar (942-975). Ruding quotes from The Wits, Act 5, 
Scene 1, the following passage: — 

“Why this was such a firk of piety 
I ne’er heard of: bury her gold with her 
Tis strange her old shoes were not interred too, 

For fear the days of Edgar should return, 

When they coin’d leather.”’ 

Ruding also quotes the History of Allchester, written in 1622, accord- 
ing to which King Edward I (1272-1307) issued leather money bearing 
his name, stamp and picture, which he used for financing the building 
of Carnarvon, Beaumaris and Conway Castles, “to spare better 
bullion.” Specimens of this currency are alleged to have been preserved 
and kept for some time in one of the towers of Carnarvon Castle. 
Ruding remarks that there is no evidence in support of this statement. 
In his opinion, they may have been promissory notes. 8 In the author’s 
opinion, this and many other references to “leather money” may have 
referred to rudimentary paper money consisting of sealed pieces of 
parchment and which, being made of animal skin, may be described as 
being “leather.” 

In England during the early Middle Ages, as in other Northern 
European countries, rings were also used as currency. In the Anglo- 
Saxon Chronicles, under the year 937, a poem describes Athelstan as 
“the ring-giver of warriors.” In 975 King Edgar is similarly described.* 
The Saxon word beag or be ah, the literal meaning of which is ring or 
armlet, is used in the laws of Ethelbert to indicate fines. 10 

In addition to rings, metals by weight served as a medium of ex- 
change. William the Conqueror allowed Edgar Atheling (1066-1107) a 
pound weight of silver every day. 11 Uncoined precious metals were used 
for hoarding. The units of weights used in various periods came to be 
regarded as units of value. Thus the words mancus, ore and mark , often 
used in expressing early English amounts of money, were originally 
Danish weights of silver and gold. 18 These units were never coined in 
England. The word pound, which originated from the Latin pondus, was 
also originally used for indicating a pound’s weight of silver. This was, 
to begin with, purely a money of account, as no coin representing this 
value was ever struck by any Anglo-Saxon King. 18 

The word shilling is believed to have originated from scylan (to 
divide), owing to the fact that a shilling was originally a portion of some 
silver ornament, broken off and cast into the scale for payment by 

’Ruding, 3rd Edn., Vol. i, p. 131. 

“Ruding, Vol. i, p. 206. "Nolan, Vol. i, p. 160. “Keary (1 879), p. 8. 

“Speed’s History of England, p. 504. Quoted by J. Simon, An Essay Towards an 
Historical Account of Irish Coins (2nd Edn., Dublin, 1810), p. 4. 

“Chadwick, p. 12. 

18 T. Hodkin, The History of England from the Earliest Times to the Norman Con- 
quest (London, 1931), p. 233, 
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weight. St. Oswald is said to have ordered his beautiful silver dish to he 
broken up and distributed to the starving crowd who would take these 
scyllingas into the market and exchange them for the needed food. 14 
The name sailing meaning “a piece cut off” was given by the Saxons 
to pieces of broken silver which it was the practice to throw into the 
scale to make up the loss of weight of the coins when payment in coins 
was made by weight. 16 

In his Catalogue of English Coins in the British Museum, Keary quotes 
the translation of the ancient Traveller’s Tales, according to which a 
Gothic King gave a ring of pure gold marked as worth six hundred 
sailings : u This quotation seems to indicate that the scillingas served not 
only as a medium of payment, but also as a standard of value. 

The only money which appears to have been coined during the early 
period was the silver penny, of which two hundred and forty weighed a 
pound. Its original name was sceatt, derived presumably from the 
Gothic word skatts, its original meaning was “cattle” but it had come to 
signify “wealth” or “treasure.” It corresponds to the German word 
Schatz. In ancient legal texts, sometimes two hundred and fifty pennies 
were reckoned to be equal to the pound. According to Chadwick the 
explanation is that it was customary even in the 9th century to pay large 
sums of money by weight even if they consisted of coins. The extra 
ten pence to the pound represented an allowance for worn coins. 17 

In Scotland, too, cattle was the early means of payment for wergeld. 
In the Leges inter Brettos et Scotos, which is attributed to King David I 
(1124-1153), the wergeld was fixed in shillings and in cows, the amount 
varying according to the victim’s rank, between sixteen and a thousand 
cows. 18 According to the law of William the Lion (1165-1214) the fine 
imposed on a thief was fixed at thirty-three and a half cows. 18 Under the 
Statutes of Alexander II, dated 1220, those who held the King’s land 
and absented themselves from the army had to pay a fine fixed in cows 
and sheep. 10 In the Scottish treatise entitled Regiam majestam, reflecting 
conditions during the early 13th century, the cow is equated to six 
shillings for the purpose of fines. 21 

Metals were also used in various forms in Scotland. Simple gold 
pellets, usually marked by a cross in relief, constituted the transitional 
stage to coinage, 12 

“Hodkin, p. 233. 

“A. E. Feavearyear, The Pound Sterling — A History of English Money (Oxford, 
1931), p. 8. 

14 Keary (1887), Vol. i, p, ix; Keary (1879), pp. 8-9. 

17 Chadwick, p. 30. Reference to “half a pound of pennies,” is made by Turner, 
Anglo-Saxons, Vol. n, p. 128. Quoted by Cunningham, p. 123. 

“Chadwick, p. 63; Seebohm, pp. 311-4. 

“Nolan, Vol. i, p. 92. “Of every thief through all Scotland the weregehede is xxxm 
ky and one half.” 

“Seebohm, p. 300 81 Seebohm. p. 305. 

"Daniel Wilson, The Archceology and Pi elu stone Annuls oj Scotland (1851), p. 520. 
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In Wales, too, the wergeld was fixed in cows, the blood money for 
killing a king being a thousand cows. 25 The payment m case of murder of 
a free tribesman was a hundred and twenty-six cows — a hundred and 
twenty for the murder itself and six for the insult implied by the murder, 24 
The cow used in payment was defined in the Yenedotian Code as being 
of normal value when in full milk and until the fifth calf. Even the 
quantity of the milk of the standard cow was strictly defined. 25 The 
standard cow was equal in the Code to “three scores of silver,” which 
expression is translated in the Latin version of the Dimetian Code as 
undo, argentL The assumption is, therefore, that the score of silver was 
equal to an ounce. 26 

The records of the donations to the Monastry of St. Cadoc contain 
frequent references to swords, horses and garments, always valued in 
cows. According to Seebohm gold-hilted swords, vestments and “best 
horses” were used as means of payment and cows were the standard of 
value. He believes this system was a survival from an earlier period 
when all payments were made in cattle, 27 

Under the Dimetian Code which dates from the 8th century, payment 
of wergeld is fixed in slaves. “If anyone by intention shall have com- 
mitted homicide, let him pay three ancillm and three servi and acquire 
safety.” 28 

Ever since the time of Edward I the rent for the Scilly Isles was paid 
to the Crown in puffins. 29 There is a memorandum added to a Convey- 
ance of Scilly to the heirs of Golshull, dated 1440, which says that “the 
Islands of Scilly were held of the King . . , and at the rent of fifty puffins, 
or six shillings and eightpence yearly.” 30 There is no evidence, however, 
for the use of puffins as currency between the islanders. Quite possibly 
the above facts merely constitute an instance of the payment of rent 
in kind or, since the value of the fifty puffins was negligible even for 
conditions prevailing in the 15th century, their annual surrender to the 
Crown may have merely constituted a token payment (such as the pay- 
ment of a peppercorn as the ground rent in many instances in our days) 
aimed at upholding the Crown’s rights of ownership. 

a3 Seebohm, pp. 314-5. 24 Seebohm, p. 43. 25 Seebohm, p. 48. 

26 Seebohm, p. 49. 

27 F, Seebohm, The Tribal System in Wales (London, 1904), pp. 217-25. 

88 Seebohm (1911), p. 108. 

20 W. Borlase, Observations on the Ancient and Present State of the Islands of Scilly 
(Oxford, 1756), pp. 80-1. 

30 Borlase, p. 109. 


CHAPTER 19 

CATTLE MONEY IN IRELAND 

The primitive monetary standards described in the chapter on Ancient 
Ireland continued to be used during the early Middle Ages and, to some 
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extent, even in later centuries, right up to the days of Queen Elizabeth. 
Although foreign coins found their way into the country, no Irish coins 
were known to have been minted until the Danish invasion (11th 
century). Even after the use of coins became established, cows, slaves 
and slave girls, grain and metals by weight or in the form of rings con- 
tinued to serve as currencies or at any rate as units of account. 

Cattle remained a favourite means of payment and also a unit of 
account throughout the Middle Ages. The Annals of Ulster indicate 
that in the 12th century there was a fixed parity between silver and oxen. 
In the year 1161 “seven score oxen were given but it is their value that 
was presented, namely, 420 ounces of white silver, to wit, three ounces 
in every ox.” 1 In 1157, gifts to the Church were recorded to have con- 
sisted of eight scores of cows, three score ounces of gold, etc. Nolan 
observes that the cattle here mentioned may or may not have been given 
in kind. It was a standard of value, and possibly it was the equivalent of 
160 cows that was given. 2 

At the end of the 14th century under the reign of Richard II, a French 
scribe accompanying the Royal progress through Leinster, makes 
special mention of the valuable horse of the Irish Commander, Mac- 
Murrough Kavanagh. According to his account, the horse cost 400 
cows. The French observer, commenting on this fact, stated that in 
Ireland they generally bought and sold by means of beasts only : — 

" Un cheval , et sans sele ne arcon 
Qui lui avoit coste , ce disoiton , 

Quatre cent vaches , tant estoit bel et bon; 

Par pour argent 

A on pais ; pour ce communement 
Merchandent eulx a bestes seulment 

Nolan, who quotes the above verse, remarks that there was in fact a 
shortage of coin in Ireland during that period, due to export of large 
quantities of gold and silver through trade. Hence the reversion to 
trading on the basis of cattle. 3 

Even in the 15th century, poets were rewarded by the gift of cows. 
Teig O’Higgins (died 1484) in his verse on the death of Cathal O’Connor 
of Sligo, said that the deceased never gave him less than two cows for a 
poem. 1 

Bondsmaids (kumaJs) also continued to be used as a medium of ex- 
change and standard of value during the Middle Ages. In A.D, 889 the 
payment of a fine of thirty times seven kumals is recorded. The ratio 
between slave girls and cows was fixed at three cows per head. 6 In the 

*Nolan, Vol. i, p. 106. *Nolan, Vol. i, pp. 131-2. 

s Nolan, Vol. it, p 51. 4 Nolan, Vol r, p. 107. 

s NoIan, Vol. i, p. 1 12. The Book of Aicil (Ancient La*'* on It eland) stales that two 
times seven kumah are equal to forty-two cows (Nolan, p. 1 13). 
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ancient law of service or tenancy (Brehon Laws, Vol. II) mention is 
made of half a kumal and quarter of a kumah Seven kumals were the 
recognized large units/ 

There are many instances to show that the practice of using precious 
metals by weight as currency continued during the Middle Ages. 
Cormac MacGuileannan, King-Bishop of Munster (c. 885-903), left 
legacies expressed in ounces of silver and gold. In 988, the terms of 
surrender of Dublin Fortress included the payment to the King of one 
ounce of gold for every garden on Christmas night for ever. 7 In 1004, 
Brian-Boruma, King of Ireland, offered twenty ounces of gold to the 
altar of St. Patrick in the cathedral of Armagh. 0 In 1029 a ransom 
included one thousand cows, sixty ounces of gold and sixty ounces of 
silver. In 1156, the will of Turlough O’Connor, King of Ireland, con- 
tained legacies of five hundred and forty ounces of gold and forty marks 
of silver. 9 In 1 1 52 he received for the ransom of the chieftain of Munster, 
sixty ounces of gold. 10 In 1157, Maurice O’Loghlin, King of Ireland, 
upon the dedication of the church of Melhfont, gave likewise sixty 
ounces of gold to the monks of that house; to whom Donat O’Carrol, 
King of Ergal, founder of that church, gave also sixty ounces of gold; 
and Dervorgilla, wife of Tierna O’Ruark, contributed the same amount. 11 
Apparently, sixty ounces constituted a widely used unit. Its multiples 
are frequently encountered in Medieval Irish records. In 1161, four 
hundred and twenty ounces of pure silver were collected in the diocese 
of Cory. * 

Maurice O’Loghlin, King of Ireland, granted land to the Monastery 
of Ardbraccen at a yearly rent of three ounces of gold. 12 In an ancient 
registry of St. Thomas’s Abbey near Dublin there is an entry dated 
1199 : — u For this grant, the said Roger has given to us an ounce of gold, 
to be expended on the repairs of the walls of this city.” 13 

Rings are believed to have circulated as currency down to the 11th 
of 12th century. According to Betham these rings were all standard 
weight. Their use as a substitute for coins may account for the fact that 
very few ancient coins have been found in Ireland/ 4 Although the kings 
of Ireland had minted coins, they changed hands largely by weight, 
owing to the wide discrepancies between the weight of the individual 
coins. 16 

'Nolan, Vol. i, pp. 114-5. 7 Nolan, Vol. i, pp. 128-9. 8 Simon, p. 3. 

9 Nolan, Vol. i, p. 130. 10 Lindsay, p. 4. ai Simon, p. 3. 

12 Lindsay, p. 5; Simon, p. 3, 

l8 Simon, p. 11 . 14 Lind$ay, p. 5. u Simon, p. 10. 
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CATTLE, CLOTH AND WEIGHED METAL MONEY IN GERMANY 

Pre-Christian Prussians used pieces of cloth with bronze rings as their 
currency. 1 In Austrasia the gold solidus and the silver denar were not 
used much in commerce as a medium of exchange, but largely as a unit 
of account. 

Cattle was frequently the actual medium of exchange in the early 
Middle Ages. 3 In early Germanic legal texts there are frequent references 
to cattle, in terms of which the wergeld was often fixed. In the Lex 
Ribuaria , the Lex Salica and the Capitulars Saxonicum the wergeld was 
fixed both in coined money and in cattle. Up to the time of Dagobert I 
(602-639) the Franks collected tribute from the Saxons in cattle. 3 

Under the Lex Salica and the Lex Ribuaria the wergeld was fixed in 
the monetary unit m gold solidus ; but actual payment could be made in 
livestock under Tit. XXXVI of the Lex Ribuaria . Oxen and cows, 
“horned, seeing and sound,” were reckoned as two solidi and one 
solidus respectively. Horses and mares “seeing and sound” were 
reckoned as six and three solidi * Under the Lex Saxonicum the four- 
year-old oxen were acceptable at two solidi , bullocks at one and a half 
solidi , 6 Slaves, arms, grain, etc., were also accepted in payment. During 
the Carolingian period it was stipulated, however, that swords and 
falcons were no longer acceptable. 6 

Charlemagne, in his dealings with the Saxons, found it necessary to 
define the value of his solidus by equating it to the value of a one-year- 
old ox. 7 According to Dopsch, this fact does not indicate the use of 
cattle as a currency. He explains that the adoption of the dual system of 
currency was due to the confusion arising from the existence of two 
different kinds of solidi during that period, as a result of which it was 
expedient in legal texts to state the equivalents of wergeld in terms 
of cattle. 8 This explanation appears to be in keeping with the endeavour 
of Dopsch to prove that throughout that period an advanced money 
economy existed in Europe in general and in Germany in particular. 
The development of this school of thought was a reaction from the 
earlier exaggerated conception that after the collapse of the Roman 
Empire Medieval Europe reverted entirely to natural economy. The 
truth probably lies somewhere between the two extremes. The admitted 

p. 48. 

2 H. Brunner, Deutsche Rechtsgeschichte , 2nd Edn. (Leipzig, 1906), p, 314. 

8 Keary (1879), p. 6. 4 Seebohm (1911), p. 171. 

6 Seebohm (1911), pp. 217-8, 

c Brunner> p. 322. ’Ridgeway, p. 34. 

fl A, Dopsch, Wirtschaftliche und soziale Grundlagen der europciischen KulturenU 
mckelung aus derZeit von Caesar bis aufKarl der Grossen (Vienna, 1930), pp, 518-21, 
See also Seebohm (1911), passim . 
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fact that it was considered expedient, for no matter what reasons, to 
stipulate in legal texts an option of payment or reckoning in cattle is 
in itself sufficient to indicate its widespread monetary use. 

That cattle was used extensively as a store of value in Germany is 
indicated by the origin of the word Schatz (treasure, wealth) which is 
supposed to have been derived from the Gothic skatts (cattle) or the 
Frisian sket 9 which latter word retained for a long time its meaning of 
cattle. 0 

In a large number of instances legal texts prescribe payment in eggs, 
chickens, etc., as an alternative to money payment. 10 It is difficult to 
ascertain to what extent these goods served monetary purposes. On the 
whole it seems safer to regard their use as payment in kind. Grain alone 
among the land products may be considered to have played the part of 
a currency to any considerable extent. It must have been used frequently 
and regularly as a means of payment, judging by the fact that contracts 
often stipulated payment in Korngeld or Pfenniggeld. 11 Tille gives 
instances from the 8th century in which payment was fixed in grain. In 
case of difficulties in making payment in grain, the possibility of pay- 
ment m the form of other commodities was provided for. From the end 
of the 8th century rye and oats had a fixed value for the purpose of 
statutory payments, though their ratio was liable to changes. 18 In the 
Capitulare Saxonicum (Chapter XI) the value of oxen, oats, rye and 
honey was fixed in terms of solidi for the purpose of payment, while 
other commodities were acceptable in payment according to valuation. 18 
According to Tille, grain was widely used as a store of value and a 
means of saving. 14 Eyen in the 15th century grain retained its monetary 
function in rural districts in many parts of Germany, in the sense that if 
no coins were available payment in grain had to be accepted. 15 

In Medieval Brandenburg chickens, wax and pepper changed hands 
at a fixed price, and are claimed to have played a limited monetary role. 
There was also a unit called frustrum (provisions). Details of this system 
are lacking, but the unit was presumably some definite assortment of 
goods, or at any rate an assortment liable to variation but corresponding 
to certain requirements. 

In Friesland the wergeld was fixed in cloth. The wede was four and a 
half ells; four wede were equal to one reilmark or gewandmark; three of 
this unit was equal to one linmarkf* The value of the wede was fixed at 

*W. Stanley Jevons, Money and the Mechanism of Exchange (London, 1875), p. 23. 

10 J. Kulischer, Allgemeine Wirtschaftsgeschichte des Mittelalters und der Neuzeit 
(Munich, 1926), p. 94. Customs were often payable in wine, cheese, herrings or 
pepper. Merchants had to carry these commodities with them for the purpose of 
discharging customs dues (Ilwof, p. 36), 

11 Kulischer, p. 317. See also A. Tille, Getreide als Geld , Jahrbuch fur National » 
okonomie und Statistik , 3rd Series, Vol. xx (Jena, 1900), p. 721 et sea. 

"Tille, p. 726. “Tille, p. 727. “Tille. p. 728. 

ie Brunner, pp. 230-31. 
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one schilling or twelve pfennigs A 7 The Fries people also reckoned in 
terms of barrels of beer. 16 

Rings, such as were used for monetary purposes during the final phase 
of the Ancient Period covered by the Niebelungenhed , continued to be 
so used during the early centuries of the Middle Ages. Metals in bars, 
and especially in the form of scrap, were used for payment by weight. 
In 572 the Franks forced an invading Saxon army to ransom itself when 
cut off at the Rhone. Payment was fixed, according to Gregor de Tours, 
in bars of gold which were subsequently found, however, to have been 
brass. 10 Fines were often fixed in terms of weighed gold or silver, accord- 
ing to the Merovingian Formulae and the early charters of St. Gall.* 0 
Gibbon’s Decline and Fall contains many instances of the payment 
of tribute by Byzantium to Barbaric invaders m terms of weights of 
gold. 

There were in a later period legal regulations fixing the standard 
quality of scrap silver, and limiting the permitted percentage of alloys. 
The term frequently employed was marca usualis ar genii. 21 Payment was 
prescribed in such weighed metals in Bavarian and Austrian documents 
dating from the 13th and 14th centuries. Another method of payment 
was in coins which were no longer valid, and which were accepted by 
weight. 2 * The use of scrap silver for payment during a period when the 
art of coinage had reached a relatively advanced stage was partly due 
to the multiplicity of coins issued by the dwarf principalities. It saved 
minting costs and the loss on the exchange of coins. In particular for 
travelling expenses and in wholesale trade it was found more advan- 
tageous to use scrap silver, 23 Coins were often cut, partly to ascertain 
their fineness by the colour of the freshly cut metal, and partly to provide 
small change. 24 

The fine imposed on the Franconian Prince Eberhard for revolting 
against King Otto I (912-973) was a hundred pounds (presumably silver 
by weight) payable in horses, 25 Apparently, metal served as a standard 
of value, while actual payment was made in livestock. Horses were 
known, however, to have served also as a limited medium of exchange 
two centuries earlier when even land was exchanged for them. 26 

1 ’Robert Eisler, Das Geld. Seine geschichthche Entstehung und gesellschaftliche 
Bedeutung (Munich, 1924), p. 94. 

18 Kuhscher, p. 317 

16 Gregory of Tours, Historia Francorum, iv, 42 (Oxford, 1927). 

s0 Seebohm (1911), p. 14 

sl Luschin v. Ebengreuth,^ Munzkunde und Geldgeschichte des Mittelalters 
und der NeuerenZeit (Munich, 1904), p. 141. 

8a Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 143. * 

a3 Luschin v. Ebengreuth, Article on Silber in the Reallexikon der Germanischen 
Altertumskunde (Strassburg, 1918-19), Vol. iv, p. 178, 

a4 Luschin v. Ebengreuth, Article on Hacksilber in the Reallexikon der Germanischen 
Altertumskunde (Stiassburg, 1913-15), Vol. ii, p. 350. 

* 5 Eisler, p. 71. 

a6 Babelon, pp. 16-17. 
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LEATHER CURRENCY IN ITALY AND FRANCE 


Roman currency continued to circulate in Medieval Italy for a long time 
after the collapse of the Western Empire. At the same time, the practice 
of payment m precious metals by weight that became popular during 
the period of the decline of Rome, continued to prevail throughout the 
early Middle Ages, especially in large political payments. 

Italy, with the traditions of the money economy of Rome behind her 
and with her highly developed commerce, was among the first countries 
to develop an advanced monetary system after the collapse of the 
Roman Empire. There is, therefore, very little evidence of any extensive 
use of primitive money m Italy. In a number of instances coined mone- 
tary units served as a standard of value to facilitate barter transactions. 
Thus at Teramo in 1052 the sale of land against payment in objects to 
the value of a hundred sohdi was recorded. 1 In 1 108 the Duke of Cagliari 
undertook to pay to the Mary Church of Pisa an annual contribution of 
one pound of gold or of goods to an equal value. 8 King Peter of Cagliari 
granted to the Genoese in 1174 for five years an annual subsidy of five 
hundred pounds payable in goods valued according to current prices/ 
Barter is claimed to have prevailed to a large extent in Venice and else- 
where in Italy even in the 14th century. The role of modem money was 
largely that of a unit of account/ 

Pepper appeared to be a standard of value. In 1378 Genoa issued a 
pepper loan, repayable at the option of the holders in pepper or in gold/ 
In Milan during the 13th century payment in contracts was often fixed 
in cash or grain. 6 

Leather money was used on various occasions as emergency currency. 
Thus in 1122 Doge Domenico Michsele used stamped pieces of leather 
to pay his fleet and his troops during the crusade/ In this instance 
leather was, however, a rather advanced form of currency, a forerunner 
of paper money. The same was the case with the leather money with 
which Emperor Frederick II paid his troops in 1237 at the sieges of 
Milan and Faventia; afterwards the leather was exchanged for silver. 
Leather money was used also at the siege of Parma in 1248/ All these 
instances were purely temporary emergency situations. Presumably 

X F, Savini, II Cartulario delle Chiesa Teramana (Rome, 1910), p. 115. Quoted by 
W. Thuber, Geld und Kredit im Mittelalter (Berlin, 1933), p. 98, 

% Bistoricc Patrice Monumenta , Vol. x (No. 257), p. 180. Quoted by Tauber, p. 98. 

z PIistorice Patrice Monumenta , p, 248. Quoted by Tauber, p. 98. 

4 Dopsch, p. 189, 

“Kulischer, p, 317. 

6 J. Wackernagel, Vierteljahrschrift fur Sozial — und Wirtschafts — geschichte , 
Beiheft n (Stuttgart, 1924), p. 15. Quoted by Robert Eisler, p, 70, 

’Charlton, p. 316. $ Charlton, p. 316. 
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the leather moneys were stamped, and they were, therefore, on the 
borderline of being modern money. 

In France, as in Italy, the general use of money in the modern sense 
of the term developed at a much earlier stage of Medieval history than 
in Northern and Eastern Europe, and there is little evidence of any wide- 
spread use of primitive currencies after the end of the Frankish Empire. 
Nevertheless, during the early Middle Ages it must have been a wide- 
spread practice to grant loans in produce, especially in grain and wine, 
judging by the fact that the Council of Paris in 829 condemned it as 
usury if the creditor stipulated coined money as the measure of value m 
the case of loans in produce.* 

In Normandy marten or weasel skins were used for payment of 
tribute in the 11th and 12th centuries, which seems to indicate their 
limited monetary use. Philippe I (1060-1108) issued pieces of leather 
with a small silver nail in the centre. 10 Louis IX (1226-1270), John the 
Good (1350-64) and Charles the Wise (1364-1380) also issued leather 
currencies, the last two probably as a result of the impoverishment of 
France, the country having been denuded of its metallic currency in 
connection with the payment of ransom for John. 11 It is not known how 
far these leather currencies were really promissory notes. If they bore 
the seal of State authority they may have been the forerunners of paper 
currency. 

•TSuber, p. 42. 10 CharUon, p. 315. al Charlton, p. 315, 


CHAPTER 22 

CATTLE, CLOTH AND FISH CURRENCY OF ICELAND 

Medieval Iceland had possessed a remarkably advanced system of primi- 
tive currencies. Her cattle standard, and later her cloth standard and her 
fish standard, was very elaborate. As in the Scandinavian countries in 
general, cattle is believed to have served as currency from the prehistoric 
period. It continued to perform monetary functions right up to the late 
Middle Ages. The standard of value was the cow of three to ten winters. 
It had to be at least of medium size; it had to have had less than three 
calves, and it had to be without blemish, homed, and milking. The 
cow fulfilling all these conditions was the monetary unit known under 
the name kugildi. 1 

Interest-bearing loans were granted in terms of kugildi. 2 There was an 
elaborate tariff of the value of cattle of various kinds and ages in terms 
of the standard unit, expressed in fractions. For instance, a sterile cow 

1 K. V. Amira, Nordgermanisches Obligationsrecht (Leipzig, 1882), Vol, H, p. 522, 
a Luschm v. Ebengreuth, p. 135. 
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was worth two-thirds kugildi , a five-year-old ox one and a quarter kugildi , 
a six-year-old ox one and a half kugildL A horse of medium quality 
aged between four and ten years was worth one kugildi , a two-year-old 
horse half a kugildi only. Twelve one-year-old rams or six ewes were 
worth one kugildL The value of various types of sheep, goats, pigs, etc., 
was all fixed by law in terms of the cow unit. 3 

The kugildi remained a unit of account long after it ceased to be a 
medium of exchange. 4 Indeed, judging by the elaborate requirements 
which the cow that was used as a unit had to fulfil, it seems doubtful 
whether it could ever play the part of a medium of exchange on an 
extensive scale; for the number of cows corresponding to the ideal unit 
could never be sufficiently large in any Icelandic community to satisfy 
the requirements of a medium of exchange. In documents it is often 
expressly stated that payment fixed in kugildi was actually to be made 
in metallic money or in other form. 5 Ordinary cattle were probably 
used as a medium of exchange on the basis of their official value fixed in 
kugildi . 

Throughout the historic period cloth was also used as currency. The 
plain home-woven woollen cloth (i wadmal) served as a general standard 
of value. It was used for wergeld and for the valuation of damage. 8 
Taxes were fixed in wadmal A The unit was a piece one ell long and two 
wide. There were two standard qualities, brown or brown-stripped, and 
plain white, the former being more valuable than the latter. 9 The use for 
currency of a material as easily produced as wadmal was a great boon to 
the poor, and made for their economic independence, for there was, so 
to speak, a mint on virtually every farm; the money was <t coined ,> on 
the hand-loom. 9 Even in modern times, in some parts of Iceland the 
value of land was at times expressed in terms of wadmal 10 

There was a fixed legal ratio between the cow and the cloth currency. 
In the 12th century 120 ells of wadmal were equal to one kugildl n Rugs, 
too, are alleged to have passed as currency to some extent, their value 
depending on the size and thickness of the nap. 13 

Grain and bread are also said to have been early means of payment. 19 
The latter, however, was probably only a favourite medium of barter, 

S K. Weinhold, Altnordisches Leben (Berlin, 1856), pp, 52-3, 

*Weinhold } p. 117. 

5 Luschm v. Ebengreuth, p. 135. 6 Amira, p. 510. 

7 K. Gjerset, History of Iceland (London, 1922), p. 206. 

8 Schonfeld, Der Islcindische Bauernhof. \ pp. 223-4. Quoted by M. W. Williams, 
Social Scandinavia in the Viking Age (New York, 1920), p. 228. 

“Williams, p. 228. 

10 Annandale and Nelson, The Faroes and Iceland , p. 136, Quoted by Williams, 

p.228, t 

11 Amira, p. 523, Strangely enough, 120 ells were called as “the big hundred” and 
60 were reckoned as “half a hundred.” 

12 Origines Islandicce , Vol. H, pp. 129, 395, Quoted by Williams, p. 228. 

18 Max Wirth, Das Geld . Gqschichte des Umlaufmittels von der dltesten Zeit bis in 
der Gegenwart (Leipzig, 1884), p. 5. 
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CATTLE, CLOTH AND FISH CURRENCY OF ICELAND 

From an early period silver by weight was used for monetary pur- 
poses. The original parity was 120 ells of wadmal equal to one-third 
mark of silver, but by 1280 the cloth equivalent was reduced to 96 ells 
of wadmal. u Silver and to a lesser extent gold changed hands largely in 
the form of bars which were often drawn out in the shape of long, thick 
wires, from which small parts could be cut or broken or used for pay- 
ment by weight, 16 

To a very large extent silver and gold were used as money also in the 
form of rings known under the ancient name of baugr , corresponding to 
the ancient Irish word of boge. The term is still used in Iceland to-day 
for a plain stoneless ring. It had also in ancient times the metaphorical 
meaning of money. In olden times, before gold or silver coins came into 
use, the metals were rolled up in spiral-formed rings and pieces cut off 
were weighed and used as medium of payment. 18 Ancient Icelandic 
poems make frequent reference to breakers or scatterers of rings (rich 
men generous with their wealth), haters of rings (those who scorn 
wealth), etc, 17 The Icelandic epic poem Burnt Njal, for instance, praised 
the generosity of its hero in these words: “He that lavisheth rings in 
largesse.” 18 The editor of the poem of Rigs Mai appended to a reference 
to rings a footnote saying “many of these massy rings of gold are pre- 
served in the North, some of them having similar rings hanging on them : 
those were used as money and given either whole or in parts as presents 
or for other purposes,” 19 

Scrap metals, and precious metals in general, by weight served as 
means of payment. In the 10th century Arnkill was sentenced to pay 
twelve ounces of silver for the death of each domestic of Thorolf. 20 It is 
not only rings or bars that were broken into small pieces for use for 
small payments. Even jewels and other objects made of precious metals 
were thus employed, also imported foreign coins. Such coins always 
changed hands by weight. 551 

During the more advanced period of the Middle Ages, in the 15th 
century, dried stockfish seems to have served extensively as a medium of 
exchange and unit of account, owing to its great commercial importance 
especially in the export trade, afl A contemporary document issued some 
time between 1413 and 1426 and quoted in extenso by Ridgeway 23 gives 
a Jong tariff of prices in dried stockfish fixed by an Icelandic Chief 
for the purpose of regulating trade between English traders and the 
Icelandic people, The following are some of the items : — 

**Amira t p. 524, ^Williams, p, 229. 

i6 R. Cleasby and G. Yigfusson, Icelandic-English Dictionary (Oxford, 1874). 

17 Nolan, Vol. i, p. 160. 

u The Story of Burnt Njal , Translated by Sir G. W. Dasent (Everyman Edn., 
London, 1944), p. 139. There is also a reference to “Lord of Rings”, meaning a chief. 

19 Illustrated North Antiquary , p. 456. Quoted by Lindsay, p. 5. 

20 Abstract of the Eyrbiggia Saga (. Illustrated North Antiquary) ) p, 495. Quoted by 
Lindsay, p. 5 

21 Weinhold, p. 118. aa Roscher, p. 357. as Ridgeway, pp. 18-20. 
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Stockfish 

48 alen (ells) of good and full-width trade cloth . . 120 


3 fonder (tons) of wheat . . . . . . . 120 

4 fonder (tons) of beer . . . . 120 

1 tonde of clean and clear butter 120 

1 tonde of wine 100 

| tonde of honey 15 

1 pair of black (leather) shoes 4 

& tonde of salt . . . . . . . . . . 5 


The assumption is that payment was not actually made in stockfish 
in the majority of transactions, but barter was conducted on the basis 
of the above values, so that fish served as a unit of account rather than 
a medium of exchange. 

The price fixing system was in operation from early times; also the 
various types of currencies bore fixed relation to each other. 24 In Iceland 
as in other Nordic countries, the development of an advanced primitive 
monetary system had been largely the result of the requirements of the 
highly developed wergeld system. 

^Williams, pp. 231-2. 


CHAPTER 23 

RING MONEY OF DENMARK 

In the earliest times the wergeld was fixed in cattle. Goods were exchanged 
for goods, or were paid for In gold and silver rings. 1 The monetary use of 
finds of rings with one end open is indicated by their size : many of them 
are about two inches in diameter, too small for bracelets, too big for finger 
rings. 2 Very large silver rings, worn on the head or neck, were frequently 
used as money in commercial transactions.* To a large extent pieces of 
silver and gold, broken or cut off from rings or bars, were used as a 
medium of exchange. They changed hands according to weight. 4 It was 
not till about a.d. 1000 that King Swend Tweskidcg, father of King 
Canute, began to coin money in Denmark. 6 

When the Danes adopted grain as their monetary unit instead of 
cattle, they fixed the new unit to correspond to the value of a cow or a 

X J. M. S. Birch, Denmark in History (London, 1938), pp. 12-13. 

2 Gesellschaft fur Nordische Altertumskunde, Leitfaden zur nordisclter After - 
tumskimde (Copenhagen, 1837), p. 44. 

3 J. J. A, Worsae, The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark (London, 1849), p. 59. 
In the Ouch un Saga repeated references were made to gifts of a number of bracelets. 
{Gudrun, Translated by Margaret Armour, Everyman Edn„ London, 1932, pp. 138 
and 154.) 

‘Worsae, p. 66, *Worsa3, p. 66. 
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sheep. 6 Grain and loaves served as means of payments for some time. 7 
During the rule of the Aristocracy (13th and 14th centuries) in Den- 
mark, prices of all commodities were fixed in terms of barley or rye. 8 

Weighed metals subsequently came to be used as a medium of exchange 
and standard of value. The units were the ore (alleged to have meant 
originally the ears of animals whose skins are said to have served as 
currency) and the mark, The latter was originally a measure of length. 
448 ells of cloth was equal to a mark. Subsequently the unit became 
identified with a quantity of monetary metals.® It served also as a stan- 
dard of value for payments actually made in kind. In the Gudrun Saga 
King Hetel of Denmark gave instructions to make a payment “to the 
value of a hundred marks/’ 10 

6 Roscher, p. 352. 7 Max Wirth, p. 5. 8 Roscher, p. 342. 

8 Ridgeway, p. 397. ia Gudrun t p. 56, 


CHAPTER 24 

CATTLE AND CLOTH CURRENCY OF SWEDEN 

In Sweden coined money did not appear until the 11th century. Until 
then cattle and cloth were the most widely used currencies. In the early 
Middle Ages cattle was the general standard of value in which all pro- 
perty was estimated. Fines and debts were expressed in terms of cattle. 
It was also the medium of exchange with which even land could be 
purchased and with the aid of which slaves were able to purchase their 
freedom. This system survived to some extent even during the 12tb 
century, in spite of the adoption of coinage. 1 

Woollen home-woven cloth called wadmal served as a currency up to 
the 14th century. In legal texts the value of stolen goods was estimated 
in terms of cloth. Debts, fines and fees were expressed either in coined 
money or in lengths of cloth. In some districts of Sweden cloth was 
actually legal tender and had a fixed ratio with coined money. Even in 
the 14th century creditors were under legal obligation to accept cloth 
in settlement of money debts, at the rate of one ell of cloth per Ortung 
pfennig . According to a legal text the purchase of the freedom of a slave 
could be achieved against payment in a fixed quantity of cloth, or in a 
fixed number of oxen, or in an amount of coined money: 8 the exchange 
rate was ninety-six ells of cloth per silver mark. 8 In addition to the use 
of wadmal , linen, measured by the ell, also served as a monetary unit. 
In the laws of some Swedish districts there is reckoning in terms of this 
unit, called krept. It was considerably more valuable than wadmal, 
twenty-four ells were equal to a mark. 4 

^mira, Vol. i, p. 442. “Amira, Vol. i, p. 478. 5 Amira, Vol. i, p. 480. 

4 Wcinhol«I, pp 121-2. 

s 
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It has been suggested that skins served as a currency in Sweden till 
the late Middle Ages. 5 According to von Amira, this is doubtful. What 
is certain is that skins or furs were used as money in the Baltic countries 
under Swedish control. In 1338 the Bishop of Abo, Finland, pledged a 
field for a loan of one and a half “packets,” the packet of forty skins 
being the unit. 8 

In spite of the widespread use of non-metallic currencies, the mone- 
tary use of metals was known in Sweden since the earliest times. During 
the early centuries after the collapse of the Roman Empire metals by 
weight changed hands as currency. Gold wire in the form of spirals was 
found in various places and the assumption is that it had served mone- 
tary purposes. 7 During the historic period weighed metals in the form 
of spiral rings and later bars and plates were known to have served as 
currency. 8 Ring money was m circulation m Sweden until the 13th 
century. 5 In Visby there were sworn silver weighers and assayers to 
supervise the traffic. 10 

Coined money appears to have changed hands by weight, judging by 
the provision whereby a slave could buy his freedom by paying three 
marks (unit of weight) of woollen goods or six marks of pfennigs , or 
four good oxen. An identical fine was payable for killing a slave. 11 

5 Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 139. 

8 Amira, Vol. i, p, 478. _ 7 Amira, Vol. I, p. 478, 

8 Amira, Vol. I, p, 478. According to Montelius ( Kulturgeschichte Schwedens , 
Leipzig, 1906, pp. 180-81), a number of plain gold rings found in medieval deposits 
weighed exactly 191 i grammes, or at any rate between 190 and 200 grammes. He 
attributes the differences in their weight partly to inaccuracy of scales in the early 
days, and partly to varying degrees of wear. The Sagas of the pre-Christian period 
speak of rings of one mark and a half mark. 

5 Mosher, p. 48. 10 Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 178. 

u Montelius, p. 125 * 


CHAPTER 25 

BUTTER AS CURRENCY IN NORWAY 


Cows of between five and eight winters were a medium of exchange in 
Norway from prehistoric days to the late Middle Ages. Under the laws 
of Haakon the Good (940-963), fines were payable in cows, provided 
they were not too old, in slaves of over fifteen years of age, in cloth or 
in weapons, 1 Clause 223 of the Gulathing Law stipulates that wergeld is 
payable in cows instead of silver, at the rate of one cow for two and a 

^Schive and Holmboe, Norges Mynter (Oslo, 1865), pp. Mil. Quoted by Ridge- 
way, pp. 34-5. 
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half ores of silver. 3 After the adoption of coinage, payments could be 
discharged in cows or in coins, though in many commercial documents 
it is specifically stipulated whether payment should be made in cows or 
in coined money. 3 

Fines, fees, purchase prices, loans and insurance amounts were often 
expressed in cloth. 4 In some Norwegian districts, cloth was made legal 
tender. In the 13th century the cow was at a fixed ratio to metallic 
money, one cow being equal to one-third of a mark in silver. 5 

Butter was used for valuation in many commercial documents, the 
unit being a basket. Rents were often payable wholly or partly in butter.® 
There was also a strange unit represented by a month’s upkeep of a man 
0 manadamater ). It was equal to one basket of butter. In 1309 ten of these 
units bought a horse worth three cows. 7 

In the late Middle Ages skins were used as currency in Telemarken 
for the purpose of valuations and also for actual exchanges. Rents were 
expressed m hud (skins). In the 14th century ten skins were equal to one 
mark of fine silver. 8 

According to Mosher, during the Middle Ages iron bars were used as 
money by the Norsemen, being the principal medium of exchange except 
for wire money of gold. The bars were about one foot in length and 
half inch thick. There is a specimen in the Knox Collection, Buffalo, 
dating from about a.d. 1000. Forty of such bars was the price of a horse 
and a hundred would purchase a slave. 9 

Precious metals by weight were used extensively as a medium of ex- 
change. Gold and silver pieces were cut to a certain weight. They 
were not stamped until a considerable time after the establishment 
of Christianity. Gold rings of different size and weight passed in 
ancient times in Norway from man to man, like our money passes now. 10 
In 1220 a Norse law was enacted which required each ring of a series to 
be of a definite weight. Large amounts were expressed in rings. Some of 
the rings found were of a shape and weight that excludes non-monetary 
use. The terms “ring-breaker” or “gold-breaker” applied in ancient 
Norwegian language to rich and generous men. 11 The fine for homicide 
was three rings. 18 

'Seebohm, pp. 246-7. ’ l \mira, Vol. ti, pp. 572-23 

4 Amira, Vol. ir, p. 511. a Amna, Vol n, p. 523. 

“Amu a, Vol. n, pp. 524-5 7 Amu a, Vol. n, p. 525. 

6 Amiia, Vol. II, p. 525, °Moshei, p irr, and Plate v. 

10 Jiadcn, Jhstoi v of Vw way Quoted by LincKay, p. 4. 

13 Amira, Vol. il, p 528. 

3a V. Gombeig, The Cultinc of the Teutons (London, 3 931), p. 355. Scebohm 
(1911, p. 241) gives a lust of wcrgolds for wounding payable in imgs of Lwclve ores 
of silvei under the Gulathmg Law, varying to one ring in the case of a slave to 
fort} -eight rings in the case of a king. 
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CALVES AS MONETARY UNIT IN HUNGARY 

According to the early Arabic writer Ibn Rosteh, and the early Persian 
writer Gardezi, even before the Hungarians settled m the Danube valley 
cattle constituted their chief store of value during their temporary stay 
in Lebedia, in the 8 th century. It seems, however, that fur-lined garments 
constituted a kind of standard of value, judging by a reference to a 
bride’s father having displayed his wealth in skins, furs and silk cloth, 
“to the value of ten fur-lined garments.” 1 

In the early period after the establishment of Hungary in the Danube 
valley in 896, the calf was the principal unit of account in Hungary. 
According to legal texts from the 11th century, in particular in the laws 
of King St. Stephen (997-1038), the wergeld was fixed at five calves or 
the multiples of that number which was the generally used unit. 2 At the 
same time, skins and fur-lined garments are claimed to have constituted 
currency units. 3 The monetary use of skins seems to be indicated by the 
fact that until the reign of King Bela IV (1235-1270) the Slavs had to pay 
tribute to the Kings of Hungary in skins. 4 

Gold was adopted as a monetary metal at an early period, The unit 
was the pensa auri . Authorities disagree about the nature of this unit; 
according to one theory it was a certain unit of weight of uncoined gold, 
changing hands by weight, since the original meaning of the Latin verb 
penso was “weighing,” even though subsequently it was also used to 
convey “purchasing” or “paying.” Pensa auri was also suggested to 
mean* uniform pieces of unstamped gold of a definite weight, 5 There is, 
however, no evidence that such uniform pieces had actually been in use, 
and the view is held by some experts that the term pensa indicated 
“coin” or “money.” This theory seems to be supported by the fact that 
the Hungarian word for “money” is penz. It has also been suggested that 
pensa auri meant simply the Byzantine gold coin bezant , which was then 
in widespread use in that part of Europe. 

In the laws of the 11th century, one calf was equal to one pensa auri 
The wergeld was fixed in both units. Towards the end of that century the 
wergeld was fixed in pensa auri only, but even in the laws of King Ladis- 
laus I (1077-1095) there is a clause fixing the fine at “ten pensa auri 9 
worth ten calves.” 6 Subsequently the pensa auri was made equal to forty 
silver denars, the denar being the current coin in retail trade during the 
early period of coined money. 7 

hauler and SziUgyi, A Magyar Hofoglal&s Kutfoi (Budapest, 1900), pp. 169-173. 
Quoted by B. H6man, Magyar Penztortenet , 1000-1325 (Budapest, 1916), pp. 156-7. 

a H6man, pp. 157-8. 3 H6man, p. 167. 

4 Rupp, Numai Hungarian (Buda, 1846), n, p. 156. Quoted by Luschin v. Eben- 
greuth, p. 137. 

6 H6man, pp. 158-60. 6 H6man, p. 167. 7 H6man, p. 273. 
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The wide use of cattle as a store of value is indicated by the fact 
that the term market (cattle) had come to be used for every form of 
mobile wealth. This use of the term continued to the end of the Middle 
Ages, and to some extent even in the 16th century and after. 

In large transactions silver was used by weight as the currency. During 
the second half of the 12th century and in the 13th century silver bars 
became the principal medium of exchange and standard of value, owing 
to the debasement of coined money. Coins came to be taken by tale in 
small transactions only; in larger transactions they changed hands by 
weight. 8 To a large extent silver only served as a unit of account to 
estimate the value of payments in kind which continued to be prevalent 
throughout Medieval Hungary. Documents from the 13th and 14th 
centuries show that payment was often fixed partly in money and partly 
in kind, though the value of the latter was fixed in marks of silver, the 
mark being the accepted unit of weight. In many instances the objects 
to be accepted in payment were stipulated, or certain objects were 
expressly excluded. Presumably there was a fixed or agreed tariff on the 
basis of which the value of the payments in kind was reckoned. 9 

When payment in silver by weight was stipulated, the fineness of the 
metal was often indicated. Terms such as “fine silver,' ” “superfine 
silver,” “pure silver” presumably had their definite meaning. 10 Un- 
coined gold was not used regularly as a medium of exchange. 

*H6man, pp. 273-5. fl H6man, pp. 275-8. 10 H6man, pp. 281-84, 


CHAPTER 27 

FUR MONEY OF RUSSIA 

Cattle must have served as a currency in early times in Russia; the 
evidence indicating this is largely etymological. The oldest name for 
money is shot which means “cattle” and also “treasure.” The word 
skotniza means “cattle yard” or “stable,” but also “treasury.” Under 
Jaroslav in 1018 shot was collected from the people. In a contract be- 
tween Novgorod and German merchants at the end of the 12th century, 
payment was fixed in shot. In the oldest Russian code of law Articles 21, 
24 and 25 refer to shot as the unit of payment. As a survival of the use of 
livestock as a medium of exchange the practice of adding a horse, cow 
or sheep to the purchase price continued right up to the 16th century. 1 
The term shot must have been imported into Russia by Viking traders 
who had penetrated deep into the country. This, at any rate, appears to 

U. Kulischer, Russische fVirtachaftesgeschichte, Vol. i (Jena, 1925), pp. 115-6. 
See also O. Schrader, Geld (Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, Berlin, 
1917-21), Yol. i, p. 372. 
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be a reasonable inference from the fact that similar terms had been put 
to similar dual use in Scandinavian and Germanic languages. 

It is conceivable that flint arrowheads may have served as a currency 
in Neolithic Russia. In various places large numbers of such arrow- 
heads of very beautiful finish were found. 2 It is permissible to suggest 
tentatively that the labour spent on their finish would have been wasted 
if they had been shot away, so that possibly they may have been meant 
to be media of exchange. In the Volga Valley a number of very small 
arrowheads were found, too small for ordinary use. 3 

Furs were said to have been in monetary use ever since the 8th century 
a.d. 4 In the 10th century tribute was known to have been paid in that 
form. Ambassadors sent abroad by the Grand Dulces of Muscovy 
received furs for their travelling expenses, 5 & though, of course, outside 
Russia they could only be sold as merchandise. Ahmed de Tours, 
writing in 1160, says that squirrel skins were the current money of the 
Russians who had no coined money. 0 

The Franciscan friar de Rubruquis who crossed Russia on his visit 
to Mongolia as Ambassador of Louis IX of France in 1253, and who is 
considered to have been a most reliable observer, remarked that among 
the Russians the money in circulation consisted of small pieces of furs, 
“marquet6es de couleur.” 7 

The Russkaya Prawda , which codifies the Russian laws of the 11th 
and 12th centuries, contains evidence that there was a fixed ratio be- 
tween fur currency and silver currency. The fine for certain offences was 
fixed at five metal kuna or two skins. The same ratio existed among the 
Volga Bulgars during the 10th century. The Arab traveller Ibn Dasta, 
writing during the first half of that century, says that the Volga Bulgars 
paid small change in marten skins, each skin being equal to two and a 
half dirhem (an Arab silver coin then current in Southern Russia). 8 

In addition to contemporary written evidence there is also etymologi- 
cal evidence in support of the claim that furs and skins were the currency 
of Medieval Russia. The word kuna , which was used to express money in 
general, originated from the skin of the marten ( kunitza ).° In fact, 
marten skins were the monetary unit in Russia till the late Middle Ages. 

2 John Abercromby, The Pre - and Proto-historic Firms, Both Eastern and Western 
(London, 1898), Vol.i,p. 71. 

Abercromby, p. 74. 

4 Cbarlton, p. 317. According to the Persian writer, Gardezi, the Bulgars along 

the Volga, had no metallic currencies, and payment was made in fur money (Pauler 

& Szildgyi, p. 157). Gibbon, in his Decline and Fall (v, p. 523 of Everyman Edn.), 
refers to payment of tribute in white squirrel skins by the Russians of the Lake Ladoga. 

6 Baron S. de Chaudoir, Apergu sur les Monnaies Russes (St. Petersburg, 1836), 
pp, 7-8. 

°J. de Hammer, Sur les Origines Russes (St. Petersburg, 1825), pp. 37, 101. 
Quoted by Chaudoir, p. 9. 

7 Quoted by Chaudoir, p. 9. 

8 W. Kliutshewskij, Geschichte Russlands (Berlin, 1925), Vol, i, p. 221. 

’Chaudoir, p. 26. 
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It was not until 1409 that the kuna standard was abolished in Pskow, 
and it existed till 141 1 m Novgorod. 10 During an early phase of the use 
of this money, skins had to be complete with snouts and paws; if claws 
were missing they were considered invalid. 11 

The unit, in the case of squirrel skins, was a griwna kun , representing 
a certain number of squirrel skins. Tolls and customs were paid in skins. 
Priests received payment in that form, and donations to the Church 
were made m it. The archaeologist Troutovskij found miniatures show- 
ing parts of skins being exchanged for money. The presumption is that 
the pictures represent the exchange of skins when Novgorod adopted 
coined money. 12 

Apparently the supply of skins failed to keep pace with the expanding 
monetary requirements. To remedy the situation, the use of whole skins 
was discontinued. Snouts, ears and claws were substituted for them. 
These are claimed to have given place later to pieces of skin or leather, 
at first of irregular shape one inch square, afterwards of circular form, 
impressed with Government stamp. 13 It is alleged that these pieces were 
convertible at Government depots into whole skins. There seems to be, 
however, no adequate evidence to confirm this. 14 

In old Russian law books, attributed to Grand Dukes Jaroslav and 
Vladimir, there are frequent references to squirrel skins, and sub- 
divisions of squirrel skins. The use of marten skins was particularly 
popular in Western Russia. There was a fixed parity between the kuna 
and fine silver, but the rate did not remain stable. 16 

In the late Middle Ages furs of gibelines and bieki (petit gris) were 
still in use. In 1489 Grand Duke Ivan Vasilievieh gave to his Ambassa- 
dor to Emperor Frederick quantities of these furs. 16 In 1426 the inhabi- 
tants of the Dwina province paid contribution in these furs. 17 

Hare skins are also believed to have served as a currency. This is 
deduced from the name of the smallest of early Russian coins, the 
polushka (quarter copeck). Ushka means “hare skin,” pol signifies 
“half,” therefore polushka must have been equated to two coins per 
hare’s skin; the latter is said to have been one of the lowest units of 
exchange before the use of metallic money. 18 

Baron de Chaudoxr, to whom we owe most of the information on 
Russian fur money, is of the opinion that it provided a most suitable 
material to serve as money. It was useful, fairly scarce, easy to transport, 

10 Chaudoir, p. 27, 

11 Chaudoir, p. 9. Several contemporary German writers seek to discredit evidence 
on the monetary use of skins in Russia. None of them have produced so far any 
convincing evidence in refutation of Chaudoir and other Russian writers, even 
though the monetaiy use of stamped pieces of furs remains yet to be confirmed. 

12 Kulischer (1925), p. 116, 13 Charlton, p. 317. 

14 Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 137. 1B Luschm v. Ebengreuth, p. 137. 

1<5 Chaudoir, p. 7. 17 Chaudoir, p. 44. 

1B E. D. Clarke, Travels in Various Countries in Europe , Asia and Africa , 4th Edn, 
(London, 1817), Vol. x. 
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and was of diverse value for various units. 1 * A crisis is said to have 
occurred, however, when the Mongol invaders of Russia refused to 
recognize the small bits of fur serving as money. There was general 
bankruptcy among the merchants. Thereupon North Eastern Russia 
reverted to the use of whole skins with full intrinsic value, in the place of 
pieces. 20 

Furs and skins remained in monetary use long after the adoption of 
metallic money, between the 14th and 16th centuries, because there was 
not enough gold and silver to cover requirements. 21 

Bronze rings are claimed to have been an early currency in Caucasia, 
Russian Armenia, part of the Ural district, and along the banks of the 
Volga, judging by finds in prehistoric graves. Specimens found there in 
burial grounds are regular and graduated, according to a system of 
weight. 22 

In the Middle Ages metals in Russia were largely commodities. 
Nevertheless, for large purchases silver was used. Silver bars, marked 
with eagles and other signs, were used as currency. They were broken, 
according to requirements, and changed hands by weight. 23 

“Chaudoir, p. 8. 20 Wirth, pp. 9, 10. 

ai Ilwof, p. 59. 22 Bums, p. 18. 

**F. Friedensburg, Miinzkunde und Geldgeschichte der Einzelstaaten des Mittelal- 
ters und der NeuerenZeit (Munchen, 1926), p. 86. 


CHAPTER 28 

OTHER EUROPEAN CURRENCIES 

In the 10th century Ibrahim ibn Jakub, the famous traveller, reported 
that small pieces of linen of very thin texture which could not be used 
for any practical purpose served as a currency in Bohemia. They had a 
fixed value of one-tenth Pense. They served as a medium of exchange, 
against which it was possible to buy anything, even high valuable objects 
such as slaves, horses, gold, silver, etc. They also served as a store of 
value, and people possessed cases full of them. 1 Even in the 13th century 
textile money of a different kind was in limited use. The rent of the 
Moravian mint was paid in scarlet cloth. 2 

Grain, horses, cattle and salt were also claimed to have performed a 
monetary role. When the Czechs revolted against Charlemagne (805-6) 
after their subjection they had to pay an annual tribute of a hundred and 
twenty heads of cattle and five hundred marks in silver." 

*G. Haas, Ober den Berlcht des Ibrahim Ibn Jakub von den Slaven aus dem Jahre 
973. Baltische Studien, Vol. xxxvn (Stettin, 1881). Quoted by Thilenius, p. 21. 

"Juntsch, Handel und Handelsrecht in Boehmen bis zur Hussiten Revolution, p. 14. 
Quoted by Kulischer (1926), p. 317. 

"Ilwof, p. 47. 
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In Poland in the 13th century squirrel skins, limbs and heads, 
are claimed to have been used as a currency, according to the contem- 
porary writers. Towards 1298 the groschen coins of Prague began to 
replace them as a medium of exchange. 4 Some modern writers have 
called in question, however, the monetary use of skins. There can be no 
doubt that they had been used for certain payments. The Polish King 
Casimir (1427-1492) imposed a tribute in furs on Novgorod in 1471. 6 
Under the laws of the same ruler, plaintiffs in courts of justice had to 
deposit with the judge three marten or sable skins, which were returned 
if the action was won, 6 

Scrap silver served as means of payment from Silesia to the Baltic 
coast during the 10th and 11th centuries. Slavs east of Germany only 
accepted precious metals by weight, and coins were cut up and weighed. 7 

The Baltic Slavs used pieces of linen as their currency. On the Island 
of Riigen, gold and silver was only used for women’s jewellery and 
temple decoration. In commerce, only linen was used as a means of 
payment. 8 The monetary use of linen among Northern Slavs is sup- 
ported by etymological evidence. The word platni means “linen,” while 
platiti means “to pay.” According to Brueckner, the Slavs did not know 
coins originally, and when they did not transact pure barter “they paid 
with small pieces of thin textiles which served in general as their coin,” 8 

In Lithuania and Livonia skins of squirrels and foxes were used as 
money up to the 13th century. 10 In Estonian language raha means 
“money,” in Lapland it means “fur.” In the Swedish colonies along the 
east coast of the Baltic, furs served as currency, A bundle of forty furs, 
called zimmer was the unit. 11 

Pepper is said to have been used as currency on the Baltic sea coast 
during the 15th century. It was accepted for tax payment at a fixed rate. 14 

4 Chaudoir, pp. 9-10. 

B Chaudoir, p. 8. 6 Charlton, p. 314. 

7 Luschmv. Ebengreuth, p. 139. 

8 Helmoldi, Chronica Slavorum, Vol. T, cap. 38. Quoted by Luschin v. Ebengreuth, 
p, 136, 

9 A. Brueckner, Cymhzacja i jezyek 2nd Edn. (Warsaw, 1901). Quoted by 
Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 136. 

10 Ilwof, p. 48. n Luschin v. Ebengreuth, p. 139. 

12 Chase National Bank Collection of Moneys (Case No, 201). 


CHAPTFR 29 

COWRIES AS CURRENCY IN INDIA 

In many parts of Medieval India the line of demarcation between 
medium of exchange and commodity was altogether indefinite. Money 
was “not yet a thing unto itself, in contiadistinclion to all other goods .” 1 

*A. Appadorai, Economic Conditions in Southern India , a.d. 1000-1500 (Madras, 
1936), p. 703. 
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In the 11th century in Tanjore many things could be bought for paddy, 
though others could only be bought for metallic money. 8 Wheat also 
served as a medium of exchange. 

Clay, lacquer and cowries are claimed to have served as currency. 3 
Among these only cowries are known to have assumed considerable 
importance. According to Pyrard de Laval, who visited India in the 
16th century, the people of Bengal used cowries for ordinary money, 
although they had gold and silver and plenty of other metals ; and kings 
and “great lords’' had houses built expressly to store their shells, and 
treat them as part of their treasure. All the merchants from other places 
in India took large quantities of cowries to Bengal, where they were 
always in demand. They were put in parcels or baskets of 12,000. In 
dealings between merchants these parcels were taken as counted. 4 

According to Conti, in some regions stones called “cat’s eyes” were 
used as currency. 5 Bitter almonds unsuitable for consumption constitu- 
ted small change. 

One of the early forms of metallic currencies consisted of pieces of 
iron, worked into large needles. Silver rods were used as currency in 
Travancore, with or without Government stamp. In Southern India 
during the 14th century, barter was based on values in gold and silver. 
Gold ingots of certain weight were used as money in the beginning of 
the 15th century, in the neighbourhood of Vijanazar, 6 

2 Appadorai, pp. 703-4. 

fl Pramathanath Baneqa, pp. 167-8. 

4 Albert Gray, The Voyage of Francois Pyrard de JLaval (Hakluyt Society, London, 
1887), Vol. i, pp. 238-240. 

5 Appadorai, p. 703, 6 Appadorai, p. 703. 


CHAPTER 30 

LIVESTOCK STANDARD OF THE MONGOLS 

Although the Mongolian Empire played a most important historical 
part during the Middle Ages, subsequently its civilization declined, its 
state-craft deteriorated and in modem China it became for all practical 
purposes an unhistoric race. For this reason the primitive currencies it 
used in recent times are dealt with in the Ethnological Section. Its 
currency system during the heights of its power in the 13th century 
deserves, however, to be dealt with in the Historical Section, especially 
as it was one of the factors that contributed towards the aggressive 
expansionary policy pursued by Jengliiz Khan and his successors. 1 

^In a broader sense the Mongolian race covers practically the entire population 
of Central and Eastern Asia. Here we confine ourselves to Mongolians m the 
narrower sense, that is the Mongolian-speaking races which inhabited in the 13th 
century the territories which are to-day Asiatic Russia and the outlying parts of 
China. 
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In the early period of Mongolian history taxeu are said to have been 
paid m skins and cloth. 2 By far the most linporumt primitive currency 
used by the Mongols Mnce the dawn of their hisioiv was, however, 
li\cstock. in particular dieep. '‘Instead of our gold and siher coinage,” 
wutes Pciskcr, ‘'they have a sheep coinage in which all valuations ate 
made. Of couisc. they were acquainted with foreign corns from the 
earliest tinier and obtained countless million** of pounds from tributes, 
plunder and ransom of prisoners and they mod coins now 7 and then in 
external trading, but among them they still barter and conclude all 
their business in sheep, cattle, horses and camels.” 3 Fines were fixed 
in livestock While disobedience to the Khan or his subordinates w 7 as 
punished by death. oLhei offences were punished by payment in cattle, 
sheep or camels to the sufTciei or his group 1 
Livestock constituted the store of \aluc of the Mongols. As they were 
an almost entirely pasloial community their possessions consisted 
almost cntiiely of their (locks and herds/* As is indicated by the remarks 
of Pciskcr quoted abo\c, li\cstock was also used as a medium of ex- 
change though in this respect this claim would require factual support. 
To a much larger extent it was used as a standard of value. This is con- 
firmed by de Rtibruqtiis. “Among the Kirghiz whom I met on the 
Panins.” he writes, “the difficulty always was for a young fellow to find 
the hunched sheep which was the usual pi ice paid for a girl, and one of 
my huntcis, when paid off, co un Led his wages as representing so many 
sheep.”" This remark also indicates the use of sheep as bride money. 

The monetary u^c of livestock necessarily resulted in overstocking. 
The Mongols, like other nomadic races, hardly ever slaughtered cattle/ 
The result was that the grazing lands of Cential Asia proved to be 
inadequate eventually lo meet the requirements of the Mongols’ live- 
stock. Consequently, there was a hard ^niggle between Mongols and 
other nomadic races, in particular (or the wintci pastures, as a result of 
which the relatively weakest horde was pushed out of the steppe and 
had to conquer a new home/ 

There can be no doubt that this search for new grazing lands was 
largely responsible for the aggressive expansionary policy of the pastoral 
races which wcie surging westward towards (he end of the Ancient 
Period, and in particular of the Mongols towards Lhc middle of the 13th 
century. h was largely because they chose to use livestock as their 

2 F. H. Paikcr, A Thousand Years oj the Tartan > (I ondon, 192*), p. 5 1. 
a Pciskcr, The A vatic Background Cambridge Medio a! Histarv , Vol i. p 343 
-I . H. D livxton. Mongolia Encyclopedia (h uamara, 1945 I\ln , Vol xv, p. 709. 
3 Hemnch Schuu/, Central Asia and Siberia (Hclmoll, The World's History , 
London, 190'b- P 145 

G Sn Peicy Svkcs, The Que^t fot Cathay (Eon cl on, 19'6) p. 103 
7 R. Hildebrand, Rcthl und Sate (Jena, 1896) p. 23 Quoted by J. Pecker, Die 
alt ere n Bezkhungcu det S?a\en zu 1 wko-iataren und Gcunanen und dire sozudge- 
s chichthche Bedeuturg (StuUgail, 1905), p 13 
fl Peiskcr, The Asiatic Background , p 349. 
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currency that they had to find more and more room for their livestock 
which tended to be well in excess of normal economic requirements. 

The ruthless savagery with which the Mongolian invaders exter- 
minated and devastated the communities in Eastern and Central Europe 
which they conquered was also the consequence of this tendency of 
holding excessive livestock. According to Gibbon, after the conquest of 
Northern China, “it was seriously proposed, not in the hour of victory 
and passion, but in calm deliberate council, to exterminate all the 
inhabitants of that populous country, that the vacant land might be 
converted to the pasture of cattle.”* Even though this suggestion was 
not followed, the mere fact that it was under consideration seems to 
indicate one of the main reasons why the Mongol hordes systematically 
exterminated the population of towns and the agricultural population 
of other conquered territories. It was not primarily their bloodthirsty 
nature, cruelty for its own sake, but as an economic motive: the desire 
to turn the land into steppe on which their surplus livestock could 
graze. This theory is in accordance with the modern historic conception 
of Jenghiz Khan which is inclined to discard the old belief that the 
Mongols indulged in senseless slaughter solely for its own sake. Their 
brutality was cold and calculated, like that of Hitler’s decision to exter- 
minate the Poles, not for the sake of the satisfaction derived from doing 
so but in order to make room for the eastward expansion of the German 
race. The reason why the Mongols devastated towns and villages, and 
slaughtered their population was that they wanted all the cultivated 
land to relapse into a state in which it would become once more suitable 
for pasture. 

The existence of livestock currency did not exclude the use of metallic 
currency for commercial purposes. According to a Chinese traveller in 
Mongolia in 1221-24, “the money they use in commerce is of gold but 
has no hole,” 10 the absence of which must have appeared strange, viewed 
through Chinese eyes. There is no adequate evidence of the relative 
extent to which coins and livestock were a medium of exchange and a 
standard of value, but there can be no doubt that livestock was the chief 
form of store of value and that it was extensively used for bride money, 
fines, tribute and blood money. 

*Gibbon, Vol. m, p. 354. See also Schurtz (1904), p. 128. 

10 E. Bretschneider, Medieval Research from Eastern Asiatic Sources (London, 
1888), Vol. I, p. 90. 
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SALT MONEY OF CHINA 

Rice played the part of a standard of value, and possibly also a medium 
of exchange from time to time, m Medieval China. According to Friar 
Odoric’s account, in the 14th century the rich man’s income in China 
was estimated in heavy ass-loads of rice. 1 Tea also constituted a form of 
currency. 2 

We have it on the evidence of Marco Polo that salt served as small 
change during the 13th century. Salt water was boiled and set it in a 
mould, and every piece from the mould weighed half a pound. The 
exchange rate of salt cakes increased in the mountains where forty salt 
bars were equal to a gold bar, against eighty salt bars at the salt springs. 
The inhabitants of the cities used for food the broken fragments of the 
salt cakes, putting the whole cakes into circulation as money. The bars 
were stamped by the State. 3 

Cowries, which were used as currency during the Ancient Period, 
continued to serve that purpose throughout the Middle Ages. In Marco 
Polo’s time “white porcelains found in the sea” were in full use in the 
Province of Yunnan. 4 

In 702 pieces of iron and tin were used for monetary purposes, to 
relieve the shortage of copper coins which had disappeared from circu- 
lation owing to the demand for the casting of idols that developed as a 
result of the spreading of Buddhism. 5 

In 1282 and 1283 permission was given to use iron as a medium of 
exchange in ports in dealing with foreign merchants, but the use of 
gold and silver was prohibited. It is not clear whether this measure 
refers to amorphous iron, bars or coins.® By far the most important metal- 
lic currency in Medieval China, in addition to the copper coins, was the 
sycee or shoe-shaped ingot of silver. It was said to have been first made 
in this shape under Kublai Khan (1260-1295), but according to a memo- 
randum on currency reform submitted by the Minister of Finance to the 
President of the Chinese Republic in 1918, sycee was known to have 
existed during the Sung Dynasty (960-1280). While copper coins were 
used for retail traffic wholesale traffic was served almost exclusively 
with sycee. 1 It changed hands by weight, the unit being the tael , which 
had been for many centuries an abstract unit of account. 

Apparently, silk and wheat, which were used for monetary purposes 
for long periods in Ancient China continued to be so used during the 
early Middle Ages, judging by the fact that in A.D. 739 the Emperor had 
to forbid their monetary use. 8 

1 R. C. Temple (1899), p. 108. *Dopsch, p. 30. 

8 Marco Polo (Everyman Edn.), p, 241. 4 Marco Polo, p. 245. 

E E. Biot, MSmoire sur le Systime Mon&taire des Chinois (Paris, 1837), p. 61. 

6 Rockhm, p, 424. 7 Kann, p. 65. 8 Biot, p. 63. 
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GOLD DUST MONEY OF JAPAN 


Japanese history begins in the 8th century a.d. Objects which are 
claimed to have served as a currency before the existence of contem- 
porary records include copper rings covered with gold or silver, which 
are found in ancient stone graves of Japan. Crystal beads, which are 
found in large numbers, and claw-shaped agate and jade may also have 
been money. 1 Munro is inclined to believe that the small arrow-heads 
of agate and other superior stone may have been a form of primitive 
money, since they were too precious to be shot away, and many of them 
were not suitable for shooting. 2 

' Horses and swords figure so frequently as wergeld in early Japanese 
documents that they are claimed to have served as means of payment. 3 
In Yokohama fines and taxes were paid in textiles in the early Middle 
Ages. 4 During the Nara period (8th century) cloth was used even in the 
comparatively advanced provinces as a medium of exchange. 6 

Nevertheless, rice was the only primitive currency that was known to 
have been in general use. Its monetary use is supported by etymological 
evidence, as most Japanese words expressing value are related to “rice.” 8 
In 900 the prices of goods were quoted in terms of rice, the unit being 
the bundle of unhusked rice. 7 The salaries of Court officials were fixed 
in rice and cloth. 8 

Metallic money was not, however, unknown. In a.d. 713 tax was 
payable in copper. In the 10th century gold dust became a medium of 
exchange.® At first it was put into a small bag of convenient size (ten 
ryo)> But later it was realized that gold dust often dripped from the 
mouth of the bag, so it was melted into gold bars and used by weight, 
the bars being cut as required. 10 The use of gold dust and gold bars con- 
tinued even after the adoption of coinage, as there were not enough 
coins. Merchants adopted the practice of wrapping gold dust in small 
paper packets, the units being the ryo> the bu and the shu. Silver, too, 
was used as a medium of exchange in lumps and bars. 11 

^unro, p. 5. 

a Munro, p. 6. 

s Nakada, Public Law , p. 47, Quoted by Koichi Miyashita, Beitrage zur japanischen 
Geldgeschichte (Vienna, 1931), p. 36. 

‘Miyashita, p, 39. 

B Y. Takekoshi, The Economic Aspects of the History of the Civilization of Japan 
(London, 1930), Vol, i, p. 74. 

6 K, Hamada, Ancient Japanese Money , pp. 42 ff. Quoted by Miyashita, p. 40. 

’Takekoshi, p. 95. 8 Takekoshi, p. 1 6. 

*M, Takizawa, The Penetration of Money Economy in Japan (New York, 1927), p. 31. 

10 Phra Sarasas, Money and Banking in Japan (London, 1940), p. 54. 

u Phra Sarasas, pp, 55-6. 
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PART III: MODERN PERIOD 

CHAPTER 33 

COMMODITY-CURRENCIES OF THE UNITED STATES 

T he early monetary history of the British, French and Dutch North 
American colonies which subsequently became the U.S.A. pro- 
vides an unequalled wealth of material on the uses of primitive 
money. The large variety of objects which were used by the various 
colonies includes furs, wampum , tobacco, rice, grain, beef, flour, hemp, 
peas, timber, fish, tar, pitch, cattle, dairy produce, musket balls, etc. 
There is an immense volume of documentary evidence concerning them, 
largely in the form of legislation passed in order to make these objects 
legal tender, to fix and alter their ratio to coined money, or to modify 
the scope and nature of their monetary use. Strangely enough, the 
American economic literature of the period concerned paid relatively 
little attention to the theoretical aspect of these currencies. Most 
economists of the Colonial period writing on the origin of money were 
concerned with the abstract rather than with the actual and illustrative 
emergence of money. 1 

As m other early colonies, the development of commodity-currencies 
was due to the extreme shortage of coins. Apart from the economic 
factors causing this shortage, it was aggravated by the prohibition of 
the export of coins by England and, after 1684, by the prohibition of the 
operation of mints in the colonies. 2 

According to some authors, the economic system of the North 
American Colonies in the early period was too primitive to make the 
use of coined money indispensable. The economy of rural districts was 
simple. Most settlers moved within a small radius and did not buy many 
things from outside it. In the opinion of Nettels, early social arrange- 
ments were such as to make for the elimination of the use of modern 
money wherever possible. 8 

Beer goes so far as to suggest that, as the use of gold and silver as a 
circulating medium implies an advanced and complex economic civili- 
zation, their employment in Virginia for instance would have been 
actually abnormal. 4 But allowing for these considerations, it is never- 

1 E. A. Johnson, American Economic Thought in the \1th Century (London, 1932), 

^ a C. P, Nettels, The Monetary Supply of the American Colonies before 1720. 
(Madison, Wisconsin, 1936), p. 212. 

8 Nettels, p. 223. 

4 G. L. Beer, The Origin of the British Colonial System, 1578-1660 (London, 1908), 
p. 252. 
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theless certain that the extreme scarcity of coins must have caused 
grave inconvenience to the early colonists. In his standard work on the 
subject, Nettels makes the observation that the reason why the colonists 
chose to supplement the inadequate supply of coins by the monetary use 
of commodities was that they must have felt it imperative to prevent the 
prices of their staple products from being depressed by the scarcity of 
money . 6 But for the monetary use of commodities, the inadequacy of 
the supply of coins would have unduly depressed local prices, and would 
have influenced the terms of trade strongly against the colonies: that is, 
larger amounts of exports would have been required to pay for the same 
amounts of imports. Whether this fact was actually realized in each 
instance by those responsible for the adoption of commodity-currency, 
or whether the expedient was simply resorted to owing to a practical 
need due to the scarcity of means of payment is open to question. 

Another major consideration was that metallic money would have 
been an expensive tool for a poor community to possess. The early 
settlers had very little capital and preferred to put as little as possible in 
the shape of money and as much as possible into food, clothing and 
implements. In the words of Horace White: “They could not have both 
a metallic currency and an axe .” 0 

Yet another motive was the desire to raise the prices of the staple 
products and to secure a steady demand at a fixed price. In other words, 
the adoption of commodity-currencies acted as a “valorization scheme” 
for the benefit of the producers of the commodities turned to monetary 
use. In the predominant majority of instances — in fact with the sole 
exception of wampum — it was always a staple product that was chosen. 
Its price was raised usually well above the natural level corresponding 
to commercial supply and demand. This was done partly by artificial 
means by legislation; but to a great extent the additional demand for the 
commodity concerned created through its monetary use justified in itself 
a rise in its price, or, alternatively, an increase of production without a 
corresponding fall in its price. 

Yet another reason was the desire of the authorities to collect large 
amounts in taxation, which would have been impossible if payment in 
commodities had not been accepted. The budgetary problem of the 
colonial administrations would have been incapable of solution unless 
the commodity-currencies had been made acceptable by the local 
creditors of the colonies and recipients of official payments. Salaries of 
the Colonial Government officials were for a long time paid partly in 
commodity-currencies. To be able to do so these currencies had to be 
made generally acceptable. The fact that the commodities concerned 
could be used for tax payments in itself went a long way to assuring 

6 Nettels, p, 203 There was of course an alternative: trading by barter, but the 
colonists had reached a too advanced stage in progress for re veiling to that system. 

fl Horace White, Money and Banking (New York, 1908), p. 14. 
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their monetary use. 7 But it was necessary to declare them legal tender to 
ensure their acceptability. 

Wampum was used for monetary purposes by the settlers because it 
was the chief currency of the Red Indians. In their trade with the Indians 
the colonists had to use wampum , and since the possession of this cur- 
rency enabled them to obtain from the Indians various objects they 
needed for use or for export, it soon became generally acceptable also 
in dealings among the colonists themselves. In Massachusetts wampum 
was introduced as a currency in 1627. Contracts were made payable at 
will in wampum or in silver or in beaver skins. In 1637 wampum was 
made legal tender at the rate of six white or three black beads per penny 
for sums under one shilling. 8 In 1643 wampum was made legal tender 
for sums not exceeding forty shillings. 

In 1641 in New Amsterdam the Council passed an Ordinance fixing 
the value of wampum , well strung, at six to the stuyver, and well-polished 
beads at four to a stuyver. 0 Large quantities of forgeries, made of stone, 
bone, glass or porcelain, circulated among the colonists, and these were 
refused by the Indians. Director-General Stuyvesant tried to stop 
counterfeiting, and issued an Ordinance in 1650 according to which 
loose and unstrung wampum ceased to be legal tender. The measure was 
not, however, a success. The scarcity of well-strung wampum threatened 
financial disaster, so that less than four months after the Ordinance, 
loose and imperfect beads had to be admitted once more as legal tender. 
Seven years later, this deflationary crisis was followed by the develop- 
ment of a wampum inflation. The supply of wampum became by then 
so large that its value had to be reduced, 10 As Bradford pointed out at 
the time the monetary use of wampum had led to an increase in its 
quantity. 11 

For a long period, wampum played a most important part in the 
monetary history of the British and Dutch colonies in North America. 
In New England their value which was fixed in 1637 at six white beads 
to a penny was subsequently altered to four white wampums or two 
black wampums to a penny. In 1661, wampum ceased to be legal tender. 12 
On the other hand, in New York it was still the chief currency in 1672. 
In 1693 the ferry charge from New York to Brooklyn was fixed at eight 
stuyvers in wampum or one penny in silver. In Newcastle, Delaware, 
the import duty on rum was payable in wampum , 13 

The main reason why wampum maintained its monetary role for so 
long was that it was freely convertible into beaver skins which were in 

7 NetteIs, p, 209. 

8 A. F. Dodd, History of Money in the British Empire and the United States 
(London, 1911), p.228. 

®A. Barton Hepburn, A History of Currency in the United States (New York, 
1915), p. 5. 

10 N. Vreeland, Wampums ‘ The Native Substitute for Money in North America 
(British Numismatic Journal, 1910), Vol. 7, pp. 345-6, 

“Johnson, p. 131, ia Yreeland, p. 346. ls Vreeland, p. 350. 

T 
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constant demand in Europe. It was the decline of the beaver skin trade 
which led to the decline of the monetary use of wampum among settlers 14 
Gresham’s Law also came into operation. Since the Indians only 
accepted the best wampum there was a tendency for the worst specimens 
and counterfeits to remain in circulation in the New England towns. 14 
The monetary use of wampum as small change among white people 
lingered on during the early years of the 18th century, long after it 
ceased to be legal tender. Its value was subject to violent fluctuations. 1 * 

Tobacco was the most important among the commodity-currencies 
in Virginia and in the other Southern States. The first law passed by the 
first General Assembly of Virginia in 1619 was to fix the price of tobacco 
at three shillings for the best and at eighteenpence for the second grade, 
per pound. It appears that at that time tobacco was already a local 
currency. In 1642 an Act was passed forbidding the conclusion of con- 
tracts in which payment in modern money was stipulated. As a result, 
tobacco became virtually the sole currency. This Act was repealed in 
1656, but practically all the trading in the colony continued to be done 
with tobacco as a medium of exchange. 17 

The price of tobacco which was 3s. 6d. in 1628 fell, as a result of 
increased cultivation, to 6d. by 1631. Efforts were made to restrict the 
amounts grown, and to improve quality. Artisans who had got into the 
habit of growing tobacco in their back gardens for monetary purpose 
were forbidden to plant tobacco. Notwithstanding these measures the 
price continued to fall and reached 3d. in 1639. It was then enacted that 
half of the supply of good tobacco and all of the bad was to be destroyed 
and creditors were to accept 40 lb. for each 100 lb. owed to them. An 
effort was made to raise the price in stages to 2s. per lb. This law, too, 
was quite ineffective, and by 1665, tobacco depreciated to Id. per lb. 
In the following year Virginia concluded a treaty with the other colonies 
producing tobacco, Maryland and Carolina, to stop planting tobacco 
for one year, in order to raise the price. During this period public dues 
and private debts could be paid in various country produce at specified 
rates. 

Subsequently tobacco notes were issued. They were certificates of 
deposit in government warehouses, and were declared to be acceptable 
for all tobacco debts within the warehouse district where they were 
issued. In 1727, they were made legal tender. 1 ' The Marquis of Chastel- 
leux, after visiting the colonies, wrote: “The tobacco warehouses, of 
which there is a number in Virginia, are under the direction of public 
authority. There are inspectors, nominated to prove the quality of the 
tobacco brought by the planters and if found good they give a receipt 
for the quantity. The tobacco may then be considered as sold, the 
authenticated receipts circulating as money in the country. For example, 


“White, p. 3. 
“White, p. 4. 


“Nettels, p. 212. ‘‘White, p. 3. 

‘•White, p. 5, 
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suppose I have deposited twenty hogsheads of tobacco in Petersburg. 
I may go fifty leagues thence to Alexandria or Fredericksburg, and buy 
horses, clothes or any other article with those receipts, which circulate 
through a number of hands before they reach the merchants who pur- 
chase the tobacco for exportation. 59 Such receipts performed the office 
of currency right to the eve of the 19th century. 19 

The monetary use of tobacco resulted in a marked deterioration of 
its quality. Tobacco currency was debased by giving an inferior grade 
a deceitful appearance of good quality. 20 The stimulus given to tobacco- 
growing by its use as money led to overproduction and the demand 
abroad did not keep pace with the American supply. The remedy would 
have been to switch over to other branches of production, but the mone- 
tary use of tobacco made such a change difficult. The practice actually 
made most planters dependent for their “cash” supply on the continuity 
of their supplies of tobacco. A district which did not grow tobacco had 
to obtain its supply from other districts for its monetary requirements. 
It was stated in the Maryland Assembly that traders who did not grow 
tobacco had to buy it for monetary purposes, and that this incon- 
venience caused many to forsake the province. Since most payments 
were made in tobacco, anyone who failed to grow it failed to supply 
himself with the accepted currency. 81 

Owing to the wide and frequent changes in its value, tobacco did not 
satisfactorily play the part of the standard of value. Nor was it very 
satisfactory as a medium of exchange. It was too bulky. Sheriffs collect- 
ing public moneys in tobacco had to be granted by the State of Virginia 
ten per cent and more to meet the cost of transport. A discount of eight 
per cent was allowed to planters who delivered tobacco directly to the 
auditors. 22 

Beaver skins were one of the earliest forms of currency in New 
England. They were legal tender from an early date. In 1631 the General 
Court of Massachusetts ordered that corn should be accepted for debt 
payments at its current price, unless money or beaver skins were ex- 
pressly stipulated. This order remained in force for over half a century 
but from time to time other articles were also put to monetary use. 28 
To such an extent were beaver skins needed for money that a law had to 
be passed in Massachusetts decreeing that no planter returning to 
England should carry either money or beaver skins with him without 
permission from the Governor. 24 

In 1635 it was ordered that musket bullets “of a full boare shall pass 

18 Hepbum, p. 4. 20 Nettels, p. 213. 31 Nettels, p. 218. 

82 Nettels, p. 221. 

33 White, p. 6. The following is a judgment of the Massachusetts Court: "Sir 
Richard Saltonstall is fyned four bushells of malte for his absence from Court. 
Chickatanbott is fyned a skyn of beaver for shooteing a swine of Sir Richard Salton- 
stall.” (Hepburn, p. 3). 

34 Hepbum, p. 3. 
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currantly for a £d. a peece provided that noe man be compelled to 
take above 12d. att a tyme of them.” 25 

In 1640 Indian com was made currency at a fixed rate of 4s. a bushel, 
wheat at 6s., rye and barley at 5s. and peas at 6s. Dried fish was also 
made acceptable for tax payments, and so was cattle, according to 
valuation. 20 

In 1690 the monetary products of Massachusetts were wheat, Indian 
corn, barley, peas, oats, pork and beef. 27 In Connecticut, wheat, peas, 
Indian corn, rye, pork and beef were used as currency. Although the 
monetary use of these commodities was suspended between 1710 and 
1720 the result of the scarcity of coins was that the General Court 
again agreed to receive wheat, rye and Indian corn in tax payment. 28 
Newhaven decreed m 1641 that commodities might be purchased by 
labour. 20 

In New Hampshire during 1701-9 eight kinds of boards or staves and 
four kinds of fish, as well as pork, beef, peas and Indian corn were listed 
as currencies. 30 Rhode Island currencies included wool. 31 The currencies 
of North Carolina, in addition to tobacco, included corn, pork, pitch 
and tar. These products were called “specie” and were readily accepted 
as currency, more so than paper money. 32 

In South Carolina rice was the principal commodity-currency. In 
1739 the Assembly of South Carolina made it receivable for taxes. In 
the following year a tax of 1,200,000 lbs. of rice was levied and com- 
missioners were appointed to issue rice orders to public creditors in 
anticipation of collection at the rate of 30s. per 100 lbs. These rice orders 
were made receivable for all purposes. 33 After the currency depreciation 
in South Carolina all considerable contracts were concluded in terms of 
rice. 34 Wheat, peas, pork, beef, tobacco and tar were also “monetary 
commodities” at varying rates. 36 

In Maryland, in addition to tobacco, flour and hemp were used as 
currencies. 30 

On various occasions, colonial authorities devalued their currency. 
For instance, they made debts of 100 “weight of tobacco” repayable 
with the aid of notes worth not more than 50 “weight of tobacco.” 37 

In New York the list of monetary commodities at the end of the 17th 
century included pork, beef and winter wheat. New Jersey used wheat, 
Indian corn, butter, beef and pork. 38 The commodity-currencies of 

a6 Hepburn, p. 3. K0 White, p. 6. 

27 Nettels, p. 208. a8 Nettels, p. 227. 

28 H. Bronson, A Historical Account of Connecticut Currency . Paper of the New- 
haven Historical Society (Newhaven, 1865), Vol. x, p. 38. Quoted by Nettels, p. 208. 

30 Nettels, p. 208. 31 Nettels, p. 208. 

32 A. McFarlane Davis, Colonial Currency Reports 1687-1751 (Boston, 1911), 
Vol. m, p. 226. “An Essay concerning silver and paper currency more especially with 
regard to the British colonies in New England.” 

38 White, p. 8. 34 Davis, p 226. S6 NetteIs } p. 208. 

38 Nettels, p. 208. 3 ’Davis, p. 239. as Nettels, p. 208. 
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Pennyslvania included hemp, flax, wheat, rye, oats, barley, Indian corn, 
tobacco, beef, pork and hides. 80 

Commodity-currencies had the grave defect that they tended to 
encourage a policy of over-valuation which caused much trouble. The 
invariable practice of the Assemblies in valuing commodities for public 
payments was to set the legal prices higher than the prevailing market 
rates.* 0 The over-valuation of commodity-currencies produced an 
effect similar to that of inflation. It amounted to a scaling down of local 
debts contracted in the legal tender. 41 The dice were loaded against 
creditors to a particularly high degree when debtors had the choice of 
several commodities with which to discharge their liabilities. The 
general practice in such situations was to choose the commodity that 
was the cheapest at the time when payment was due. 42 The possibility of 
choosing the cheapest commodity-currency tended to cause a rise in 
prices, for sellers, having to envisage the likelihood of receiving pay- 
ment in the worst currency, had to cover themselves by raising their 
prices accordingly. In Connecticut towards the close of the 1 7th century 
the merchants adopted the practice of asking their customers in what 
form they would pay before stating their price. 43 

English exporters to the American colonies, confronted with the 
over- valuation of tobacco, etc., were forced to demand very large 
nominal profits on their goods sold there, in order to be able to pay the 
statutory price for commodity-currencies. This had led to much friction. 
In 1626 Virginia complained that the profits made by English exporters 
were exorbitant. Governor Wyatt and the Council asked the Privy 
Council for a depot to be set up which would take tobacco at 3s. a lb. 
in return for English commodities valued at twenty-five per cent above 
their cost price in England, 44 Since tobacco was worth considerably less 
than 3s. in England, this plan was rejected. English merchants, too, 
were dissatisfied with the system of over-valued tobacco-currency. With 
the further decline in its market value, relations between planter and 
trader grew increasingly strained. 

In 1631-32 the Virginia Legislation passed an Act imposing heavy 
penalties on those who contracted to buy imports for tobacco at a lower 
rate than 6d, per lb. This effort to force English exporters to pay higher 
prices for tobacco failed, since they in turn raised their prices for British 
goods. In 1633 it was decreed that imported goods should be bought 
against tobacco at a rate of 6d. per lb. at a price corresponding to the 
goods’ cost of production in England, Some months later the price of 
tobacco was raised to 9d. As this price was well in excess of the market 
value of tobacco in England the law could not be enforced. In 1634 

SB Nettels, p. 208. 40 Nettels, p, 212. 

41 Nettels, p. 229. 

* 2 W. S. Sumner, A History of American Currency (New York, 1874), p. 7, 

43 Sumner, pp. 15-16. 

H Virginia Magazine, Voi. u, pp, 53-4, Quoted by Beer, p. 253. 
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Governor Harvey complained that all English goods were sold in the 
colonies for at least three times their original price. 45 But English mer- 
chants had to do so, in order to be able to accept payment in tobacco 
at its over-valued parity, without suffering losses. 

One of the gravest defects of commodity-currencies was that they 
were perishable. Sooner or later their quality deteriorated to such an 
extent that they ceased to be acceptable as currency and the last receiver 
had to sell them as a merchandise at its low market price. 43 There was a 
strong inducement for the payer to deliver his most inferior product. 
The settlers were apt to use their worst products in local payments, 
withholding the best grades for sale abroad. 47 There was a widespread 
tendency to pay taxes in inferior products. Treasuries often had to rid 
themselves of redundant merchandise by selling it at a loss when the 
market price fell below the official rates. 48 

Another grave disadvantage was caused by the existence of different 
qualities of commodity-currencies leading to a different value for the 
same goods in the same place. Tobacco, for instance, in Virginia was of 
four different kinds. There were also differences in values according to 
the dependability of inspectors. Some inspectors were more efficient 
and skilful than others, and, as a result, tobacco certified by their 
receipts commanded a higher price than that guaranteed by less skilful 
or slacker men. Differences were also due to discrepancies between the 
quality of the crops of different seasons and those of different culti- 
vators. In Virginia the value of tobacco notes differed according to the 
location of the warehouses in which the tobacco was deposited. Efforts 
were made legislatively to suppress the monetary use of inferior to- 
bacco. 49 There was so much shrinkage and deterioration in tobacco that 
notes issued against it could not be safely kept for more than a year, 50 

The use of certain types of primitive money gradually led to the 
evolution of more advanced types. Wampum shells were strung together 
to represent various denominations easily recognizable. In 1649 an order 
was issued in Massachusetts that the beads “should be entire, without 
breaches, both the white and the black without deforming spotts” and 
that they should be properly strung into eight different sizes of parcels; 
the white beads into parcels to the value of Id., 3d., Is. and 5s., and the 
black beads into parcels of 2d., 6d., 2s. 6d,, and 10s. 61 

When hogsheads of tobacco were marked by an inspector of standing 
they passed at their face value without any re-weighing or re-examina- 
tion. 63 Such stamped units accepted on the authority of a stamp may be 
regarded as the primitive equivalent of coined money, while tobacco 
notes and similar receipts were a primitive form of paper money. 

In respect of the development of paper money America was ahead of 


46 Beer, p. 254. 
48 Dodd, p. 229. 
81 Dodd, p. 228. 


40 Nette1s, p, 213. 

4 8 White, pp 10-1 h 
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47 Nettels, p, 212. 
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Europe, even though it was far behind China. The issue of paper money 
was grossly abused, however. Though it was in most respects less in- 
convenient than commodity-currencies, as a result of its depreciation 
it soon became so unpopular that contemporary writers came to regard 
commodity-money as the lesser evil, and in many instances the sale of 
goods was refused against paper money while commodity-money was 
accepted, 63 On the other hand, writers defending the issue of paper 
money argued that it was much more suitable than staple commodities 
as a means of paying debts. “Why,” asked Blackwell, “may not Paper- 
Money be as good as Tobacco-Money, Potato-Money and Sugar- 
Money?” 54 A Massachusetts committee in 1684 pointed out that money 
overcame the inconveniences which resulted from the use of staple 
commodities as a means of paying debts. Fish and corn, the committee 
said, were “so cumbersome and troublesome as could not be borne.” 55 

From time to time, after a spell of inflation of paper money in various 
colonies they were, nevertheless, only too pleased to revert to commo- 
dity-money in spite of its disadvantages. While the regular use of 
commodity-money ceased during the 18th century, in backward areas 
it survived till the early part of our century. 

In Eastern Tennessee deer skins and racoon skins were receivable as 
taxes and served the purpose of currency early in the 19th century. 64 
European immigrants into Texas in the 1820's used cattle for money 
because they had plenty of it and no money. Everything was reckoned 
in cattle which was a general medium of exchange. The doctor was paid 
in cattle and the lawyer and the butcher. 57 In California during the gold 
rush lumps of gold and gold dust in bags were used as currency. 

Right to the end of the 19th century, coon, rabbit and squirrel skins, 
in that order of precedence in value, were freely used as currency by the 
mountaineers of Kentucky. 58 

ca Davis, p. 121. 54 Johnson, p. 170. 

**Archeologia Americana , Vol. m, p, 282. Political MSS., Vol. i. Massachusetts 
A vpIiivpq 

8 6 White, p, 8. 67 Wirth, p. 3. 

68 J. Laurence Laughlin, Principles of Money (New York, 1903), p. 1 1 . 


CHAPTER 34 

LEATHER MONEY ON THE BRITISH ISLES 

The draft of a speech delivered by Thomas Cromwell in Parliament in 
1523 contains a reference to the use of leather as currency. Explaining 
the difficulty of furnishing coin or bullion for the expenses of the army 
of 40,000 that was to be despatched to France he stated: “Thus we 
should soon he made incapable of hurting anyone, and be compelled, 



296 


HISTORICAL — MODERN PERIOD 


as we once did, to coin leather. This, for my part, I could be content 
with; but if the King will go over in person and should happen to fall 
into the hands of the enemy — which God forbid — how should we be 
able to redeem him? If they will naught for their wine but gold they 
would think great scorn to take leather for our Prince.” 1 There is no 
indication whether the leather currency referred to was used during the 
period of Henry VIII or during an earlier period; nor is it clear whether 
it was stamped. 

Leather is claimed to have been used as currency during a later period 
in the Isle of Man. George Weldron’s description of the Isle of Man 
during the first part of the 18th century, published in 1726, states: 
“Formerly their current money was leather which every man of sub- 
stance was entitled to make, not exceeding a certain quantity limited by 
a law then in force; this had no other impression than that of the 
maker’s name and date of the year.” 2 According to Bishop Merrick’s 
letter to Camden, leather money appears to have been used for local 
purposes on the Isle of Man in 1570. Some doubt has arisen, however, 
whether this alleged leather money, which was stamped with the Manx 
trie cassyn, was really money or whether the stamp was merely a mark 
on hides and skins. 3 

In the time of Mary Stuart, Scots people estimated land in “cauldrons 
of victuals.” 4 According to Adam Smith, iron nails were used as a 
currency in Scottish villages in the 18th century. 5 Even in our days in 
some of the islands of the Outer Hebrides crofters pay village grocers 
regularly in eggs, owing to the scarcity of modern money, the inadequate 
supply of which is preserved for payments which must be made in that 
form. A similar practice prevails to some extent on the Outer Scilly 
Islands where payment is in local produce. Small and remote communi- 
ties possessing little money are apt to revert to the use of produce for 
monetary purposes. 

During the 18th century the rent of some of the Western Islands of 
Scotland was said to have been paid in birds. 6 * 8 This in itself would not 
justify us in regarding birds as a currency there, unless we succeeded 
in finding evidence for their use for other kinds of payments. 

Oatmeal was used extensively in Scotland as a means of payment even 
in comparatively recent times, and to some extent agricultural wages are 

l State Letters and Papers, Henry VIII, No. 2958, Quoted by Charlton, p, 322. 

*Manx Society's Transactions, 1864, Vol. ix. Quoted by Charlton, p. 327. 

8 Charlton, p. 327. 

*Fynes Moryson, Itinerary 1617, Vol. nr, p. 155. Quoted by Roscher, p. 350. 

6 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (McCulloch’s Edn„ Edinburgh, 1843), 

p. 11. “There is at this day a village in Scotland where it is not uncommon, I am 

told, for a workman to carry nails instead of money, to the baker’s shop or the ale 
house.” 

8 Borlase, p. 81. For discussion of the question whether puffins used for the 
payment of rents on the Scilly Islands constituted a primitive currency, see p, 262 
In the chapter on Medieval England* 
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still paid in that form. When in 1946 oatmeal was included in the bread 
rationing scheme, there were strong protests from Scotland on the 
ground that it would prevent farmers from meeting their contractual 
liabilities to pay their labourers in oatmeal. It is difficult to say to what 
extent oatmeal is used by its recipients for making payments in their 
turn. 


CHAPTER 35 

CATTLE CURRENCY OF IRELAND 

Even after the end of the Middle Ages, cattle continued to play a limi- 
ted monetary role in Ireland. In the 16th century MacMahon of Mona- 
ghan was told he could not have an interview with the Deputy of Dublin 
(the rogue FitzwflUam) unless he promised to pay 600 or 700 cows. 
“For such and no other are the Irish bribes,” remarked Fynes Mory- 
son. 1 

During the reign of Elizabeth in 1567, Donel O’Madden was made 
Captain of his tribe by patent of the Queen, on condition of paying a 
fee of eighty fat cows. Nolan observes that cows were still regarded, even 
at this advanced period, “as a medium of exchange or a medium of 
value, as a sort of money, in fact, and they passed current for a pound 
sterling,” 2 He quotes an article of agreement between the Earl of Tyrone 
and Sir Turlough O’Neill dated 1593, by virtue of which the former was 
to pay to the latter “so many cows yearly as shall after the rate of 
twenty shillings sterling the cow, make up the sum of 2,000 1. sterling 
... or in default of money, a choice cow for every twenty shillings 
sterling ... the said money or cows to be paid at Strabane or Bynn- 
vorb.” 3 

Even at the beginning of the 17th century rents were paid in cows. 
In 1613 Sir Niall Garve O’Donnell wrote from his prison in the Tower 
of Chichester for the restoration of three scores of cows or pounds 
which had been lent out as stock to his clansmen in Ullster. 4 

"Nolan, Vol. I, p, 108. 2 Nolan, Vol. i, p. 108. 

3 Nolan, Vol. I, pp, 108-9. 4 Nolan, Vol, i, p. 109, 


CHAPTER 36 

RUM CURRENCY IN AUSTRALIA 

The scarcity of coins during the early period of British colonization in 
Australia compelled the settlers and convicts to revert to barter and this 
led to the use of primitive currencies in their everyday dealings. During 
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the later 18th and early 19th centuries most trade was done by barter, 
and deferred payments were settled in rum, corn, meat and other 
marketable produce. 1 

Rum, which formed a portion of every cargo that arrived, was the 
principal commodity used as a medium of exchange, to such an extent 
that the period is still referred to as the period of the “rum currency. 5 * 
It was possible to purchase anything for rum, which was even used as a 
reward for bringing offenders to justice. It was for long regarded as a 
universal medium of exchange. 2 For twenty years or more, rum re- 
mained the customary means of paying wages. Convicts were willing to 
do extra work against payment in rum. It has been said that there was 
nothing which the people would not do for rum. Settlers willingly sold 
their produce for it. It was not, however, a very satisfactory currency, 
for it did not encourage provident habits. Most recipients were unable 
to resist the temptation of consuming it themselves instead of preserving 
it for future payments. 8 It certainly did not serve to any large extent as 
a store of value. Nor was its value very stable to satisfy the requirements 
of a standard of value; it fluctuated according to supply and demand 
which was affected by the arrival of each cargo. 

Notwithstanding these conditions, Whitehall did not think a convict 
colony had to be provided with money, and metallic currency came to 
be used mainly through the import of Spanish dollars. Owing to the 
scarcity of these coins, their centre was cut out and this circulated as a 
separate coin. 4 Since, however, the silver coins had to be used for the 
purchase of goods from incoming ships, as a general rule they did not 
stay in circulation for any length of time. The scarcity of metallic 
currency was relieved mainly through the issue of promissory notes even 
for amounts of a few pence only. 

The aborigines are not known to have devised any system of currency. 
While credit is known by some tribes, they are not known to have 
devised any medium of exchange or standard of value. The same may be 
said to be true about the much more advanced New Zealand Maoris, 
though in their case some authors claim that greenstone had served as 
a currency. This claim is strongly contested by Firth who states that 
greenstones were merely a favourite medium of barter. 

1 F. Gardner, Some Notes on Australian Currencies . British Numismatic Journal. 
Vol. xxu, p. 17. 

^Gardner, p. 18; A. Chitty, Early Australian Coinage . British Numismatic 
Journal, 1907, Vol. iv, p, 179; E. Shann, An Economic History of Australia (Cam- 
bridge, 1930), p. 22. 

4 Shann, p. 21. 4 Chitty, p. 181. 
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FUR AND WHEAT CURRENCY IN CANADA 


Under French rule, coins in Canada were very scaicc, and furs and 
grain were extensively used as currency. Trade was carried on for a time 
by means of negotiable notes payable in furs, giain or farm produce. 1 

A decree issued by Louis XIV in 1670, ordered the creation of a 
separate money for the French American Colonies: “afm (Voider les 
artisans et gens de journee qui n'eut esteejusques a present payez de leur 
travail qu 9 en sucre et petuns qu'ils sont obligez d' envoy er on 1 'ranee pour 
en tirer la valeur et denvrees niecessaire pour leur subsistence."* 

At a session of the Council on 29 th May, 1665, reference was made to 
a decree by which wheat was ordered to be rated at 100 sols in payment 
of old debts, “in order to assist the credit of the country.” This w'as 
found disadvantageous and a decision was taken that in future wheat 
should be taken in payment according to its current value. Four \ears 
later this decision was reversed, as it was found that ci editors accepted 
payment at a very low rate only. On 19th March, 1669, it was enacted, 
therefore, that as a provisional measure for three months wheat was to 
be accepted at four livres per one minot* 

In 1673 the Council of Quebec ordered that bear ^kins could be 
tendered in payment at their current value. 4 

The Council decreed on 27th September, 1674, that moose skins 
“shall be currency at their current value and that no one is entitled to 
refuse them in payment of debts.” An Order dated 24th October, 1682, 
made wheat, Indian corn and peas, legal tender, and decreed that salt 
and pork must be accepted at their customary price for the purchase of 
firearms, 6 

Maple sugar was used as currency in Nova Scotia/ As late as 1846 
the practice of issuing promissory notes payable in timber, country 
produce and other special articles, prevailed to a great extent in Nova 
Scotia. 7 

The monetary use of skins and blankets in dealings with Indians and 
Eskimos is discussed in detail in our chapter on Canada in the Ethno- 
logical Section of this book. 

Dried codfish was widely used on certain parts of the Newfoundland 
coast during the 19th century. In the Regulations on Fisheries m the 


Francis Paikman, Old Regime in Canada (London, 1884) Quoted by Chalmers, 
pp. 175-6. E. Zay, Htstoire monetaire des colonies frangaises (Pans, 1892), p. 5. 

*Zay, p. 41, 

* Documents relating to Canadian Currency Exchange and Finance during 
French Period. Editsd by Adam Shortt (1925-6), Vol. I, p. 15. 

‘Kingsford, History of Canada, Vol. i, p. 156. Quoted by Davidson, p. 187. 
^Documents, pp. 53-55. ^Documents, p. 1 87. 

Act 9, Victoria c.52. Quoted by Chalmers, p. 190. 
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Terra Nuova issued on 18th August, 1825, fish played the part of official 
money which served for the payment of wages and of procuring all that 
the fishers desired and could obtain. 8 

An article appeared in the Westminster Review of March, 1889, which 
states that, to that day, on the north-east coast of Newfoundland, cod 
alone was currency. 0 

8 Dalloz, Jurisprudence Generate, Repertoire V. Obligat, No. 1751. Quoted by 
Babelon, p. 9. 

’Davidson, p. 182. 


CHAPTER 38 

SUGAR MONEY OF BARBADOS 

The West Indies like other early colonies had suffered a great deal 
through scarcity of coins, which, owing to the adverse trade balance, 
could not be kept in the colonies for any length of time. They had 
reverted therefore to the use of their various staple produces as means 
of payment. 

The existence and operation of primitive currencies in the West 
Indies received scant attention in economic literature. Jevons made a 
passing reference to the peculiar currency laws of some of the West 
Indian Islands in which it was provided that the successful plaintiff in a 
lawsuit should be obliged to accept various kinds of raw produce such 
as sugar, rum, molasses, ginger, indigo or tobacco. 1 We owe most of 
our information on the subject to Chalmers who deals in great detail 
with the primitive currencies of Barbados and the Leeward Islands, and 
to a less extent with those of the other British colonial possessions in 
the West Indies and Latin America. 

During the early period penalties in Barbados were expressed in 
cotton and tobacco, which were then the staple produce. They were 
supplanted after about 1640 by sugar, which became the principal 
medium of exchange. Describing the traffic of a merchant, Ligon says: 
“He makes his exchanges and he receives his sugars.’’ 2 Ligon observes 
that wages are expressed in “sterling or the value of such goods as grown 
upon the plantation.” 3 Foreign merchants reproached the Islanders for 
having no money except brown sugar. Lord (Francis) Willoughby of 
Parham stated in 1664 that “the current medium of the Island consisted 
of goods for they had no money.” 

There was a legal ratio between Muscavado or brown sugar and the 
pound sterling. The earliest ratio appears to have been ten shillings per 

1 Jevons, p. 27. 

’Richard Ligon, The True and Exact History of the Island of Barbados (London. 
1673), p. 111. Quoted by Chalmers, p. 46. 

*Ligon, p. 40. Quoted by Chalmers, p. 46. 
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100 lb., but in 1667 according to Lord (William) Willoughby the 
Assembly “had raised their coin — that is Muscavado — from ten shillings 
per 100 lb. to pass in payment for sixteen shillings.” 4 

From time to time the ratio was changed. In early legislation penal- 
ties are expressed in sugar. In the “Act concerning morning and evening 
prayers in families,” it is provided that “whosoever shall swear or curse, 
if a master or a freedman, he shall forfeit for every such offence four 
pounds of sugar, if a servant* two pounds of sugar.” In the Act of 
19th December, 1688, marshals of markets were ordered to charge their 
fees in sugar instead of insisting on payment in money “which proves 
very inconvenient.” 6 

Towards the close of the 17th century coin displaced commodities 
to a considerable extent as a medium of exchange. At the beginning of 
the 18th century between 1704-17 15, Barbados reverted temporarily to 
the use of commodities as money. 0 There was not enough coined money 
to meet the requirements of trade. “The merchants bartered the com- 
modities they imported for sugar, cotton, ginger and the products of the 
Island, Muscavado sugar being a general medium of commerce.” 7 

4 Cha liners, p. 47. ^Chalmers, p. 47. 

e 01dmixon, British Empire in America (London, 1708), p. 14. Quoted by Chalmers, 
p. 47. 

7 Chalmers, p. 50. 


CHAPTER 39 

TOBACCO MONEY OF THE BERMUDAS 

The currency of the Bermudas under the domination of the Summer 
Islands Company was mainly tobacco. Salaries and wages were paid in 
this currency from the early part of the 17th century. Fines were fixed 
in it. The penalty for the sale of fig drink to apprentices was fixed in 
1627 at 10 lb. of tobacco. Housewives reckoned their purchases and 
tenants paid their rents in this currency. Waller, in The Battle of the 
Summer Islands , says : 

“Such is the Mould that the blest Tenant feeds 
On precious Fruits, and pays his rent in Weeds.” 1 

The “martial officers” of St. George’s were paid in tobacco from 
1620 onwards, and artificers in 1623. From 1658, coins tended to replace 
tobacco as a currency for external payments. 2 

An order was issued in 1670 in St. George according to which tobacco 
must not be refused when tendered in current payment on the basis of 
its annual rating. In 1694 the pay of soldiers was fixed in current money 
or tobacco at the current price. Four years later, however, a ‘fixed rate 

1 Chalmers, p, 151. 2 Chalraers, p. 151. 
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was established. The Act of 31st October, 1698, provides that all tobacco 
being “marchantable * . . shall and may go and pass current payment 
and full satisfie all debts contracted from and after publication thereof 
at the rate of current value of 3d, per lb.” The Act openly admits that 
this measure is taken in order to assist the producers of tobacco pre- 
sumably because they were adversely affected by Virginian competition. 8 
s Chalmcrs, p. 152. 


CHAPTER 40 

TOBACCO AND SUGAR MONEY OF THE LEEWARD ISLANDS 

According to Governor Codrington, writing from Antigua in 1691: 
“In ye Leeward Islands there is very little money and ye trade drove in 
them almost whooly by way of Truck of the severall Especies of ye 
produce of the Islands in exchange for others. . . . Nor is money so much 
as the standard of Trade, ye Merchants keeping all their books and 
accounts in shuggar or other of ye produce of ye Islands, and in these 
doe state all ye Debts to and from them.” 

In 1740 the Secretary of the Leeward Islands wrote, “When I speak 
of ‘currency’ without the addition of ‘coin/ you will please observe, 
I always mean the Value that is put on Sugar, Rum, Cotton and other 
Commodities, the growth of the Leeward Islands, which is called 
Currency in contradistinction to Gold and Silver.” 1 

During the early period tobacco constituted the monetary standard. 
Fines were imposed in terms of “good Marchantable tobacco in Rolls,” 
under the Antiguar Act of November, 1644. For commerce with the 
heathen a fine of 1,000 lbs. of such tobacco was imposed by a Mont- 
serrat Act, also for Sabbath breaking “by unlawful gaming, immoderate 
and uncivil drinking ... or any other prophane or illicious Labours of 
the Weekdays, as digging, houghing, baking, crabbing, shooting or 
such like indecent Actions.” 3 

From about 1670 onwards sugar became the monetary commodity. 
For about thirty years the parity was 12s. 6d. for “five score pound 
weight of good dry merchantable Muscavado Sugar.” This was in 
excess of the current market value, which fact discouraged the import 
of coin owing to the losses suffered on the exchange. 

According to Oldmixon sugar served for all the uses of money on 
Nevis, “All the trade of the Island is managed by sugar. Pounds of 
sugar and not pounds of sterling is the balance of all their accounts; 
and exchanging that commodity for others did the inhabitants business 
as well as if they had silver,”* 

^Chalmers, p. 60. *Chalmers, pp. 60-1, 

*01dmixon. Quoted by Chalmers, p. 63. 
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Various Colonial Acts levied taxes, prescribed fees and imposed fines 
in sugar. Property was valued in the same commodity. Sugar was used 
in the Leeward Islands not only as a medium of exchange but also as 
a unit of account. In 1668, Montserrat decided to engage “an able 
preaching Orthodox Minister” with a salary of “fourteen thousand 
pounds of sugar, or the value thereof in Tobacco, Cotton Wool, or 
Indigo.” For solemnizing marriages, the Minister was entitled to 
charge “100 pounds of sugar or the value thereof in Tobacco, Cotton 
Wool or Indigo.”* 

In 1698 an estimate of an estate in St. Christopher contained the 
following item: “600 akers of good manurable land att least att 1,000 li. 
Sugar— the usual price of Sugar at 12s, 6d. per hundred . . . £3,750,”* 

Up to the end of the 17th century commodities formed the sole 
internal currency and the major part of the remittances of the Leeward 
Islands. 6 At the turn of the century, however, there was an influx of 
metallic money, with the result that the use of commodity-money 
declined. One of the effects of the influx of coins was the rise in value of 
commodities, with the consequence that, while debtors wished to dis- 
charge their obligations in coins, creditors insisted on maintaining the 
old practice of collecting payment in commodities. An Act passed in 
1700 put an end to such disputes by deciding that money might be 
tendered in lieu of commodities at the following rates : 

12s. 6d. for every 100 lbs. Muscavado. 

2s, for every lb, of Indigo. 

9d. for every lb. of Cotton Wool, 
l^d. for every lb. of Tobacco or Ginger. 7 

After the adoption of the gold standard in England under Queen 
Anne (1702-1714), sugar lost further ground as a circulating medium. 
It continued to be accepted in payment, not at a fixed rate but at the 
current price. In cases of dispute, the value of the commodity tendered 
in payment was determined by arbitration. For a long time during the 
18th century sugar continued to play a limited monetary part. The 
Assembly of Nevis on the 15th June, 1752, arranged for the appraisal of 
all sugar, rum and molasses paid for debts. And the same authority 
suggested, on the 24th August, 1753, an Act to make the commodities 
of the country legal tender owing to the scarcity of metallic money that 
developed during this period. It was explained that commodities should 
be made acceptable according to their current value for internal pay- 
ments, but not for the payment of any debts contracted in England, No 
legislation seems to have been passed, however. 

In 1756, in Antigua, taxes were payable to the extent of two-thirds 
in “good Marchantable Muscavado Sugar.” This practice was dis- 
continued by an Act of 1760. To a limited extent, however, sugar con- 

*Chalmers, p. 61. 6 Chalmers, p. 61, “Chalmers, p, 62. 

’Chalmers, p. 62, 
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tinned to be accepted for certain purposes. As late as 1784, a revenue 
Act was passed in St. Christopher which stated: “And whereas it may 
be burdensome and oppressive to the inhabitants of this Island to pay 
the amount in specie, be it enacted that the payment of the taxes afore- 
said may be in cash, sugar or rum at the option of the person or persons 
liable to pay the same/’ 8 

Coins appear to have completely replaced commodities by the end of 
the 18th century. 

•Chalmers, p. 63, 


CHAPTER 41 

MAHOGANY LOGS AS CURRENCY IN BRITISH HONDURAS 

Mahogany logs constituted the principal currency of British Honduras 
during the 18th century. Bulky as this article was, it was used as a 
medium of exchange, partly owing to the lack of metallic currency and 
partly in order to secure a steady demand at a fixed price for the 
country’s staple produce. Indeed, as was the case with various islands 
in the West Indies, it was grossly over-valued, and its over-valuation 
became one of the reasons for the continued acute shortage of coins, 
owing to the loss which would have been incurred through the import of 
coins and their disposal on the basis of the official rate. 

The first legal provision concerning logwood currency was contained 
in Act 1 of the popular Convention of 9th April, 1765, providing that: 
“whoever shall be found guilty of profane cursing or swearing shall . . . 
forfeit and pay for every such offence the sum of 2s. 6d. in Jamaica 
currency or the same value in merchantable unchipped logwood.” 1 

In May 1766, it was provided that all debts contracted in the Bay of 
Honduras shall be payable in logwood in the absence of special agree- 
ment to the contrary. Penalties of £5 or £50 in logwood currency were 
fixed in the same year. 2 The extent to which this logwood currency was 
over-valued compared with the current value of mahogany logs in 
terms of Jamaica currency is estimated by Chalmers at about three 
hundred per cent. The disadvantage of this was realized in 1784 when it 
was resolved that all business in future should be kept and transacted 
in Jamaica currency. Payment in logwood was to be made on the basis 
of the current prices which was to be fixed officially. 3 

“Cut money” was used extensively in Demerara and Essequibo at 
the beginning of the 19th century. A round bit was cut out of the Spanish 
dollar, and circulated independently. 4 

Primitive currency was adopted unofficially in British Guiana owing 
to the gross over-valuation of the token money in circulation towards 
the middle of the 19th century. 

1 Chalmers, p, 169. *Chalmers, p. 13. 3 Chalmers, p. 140. 

‘Chalmers, p. 127, 
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Retail traders established among themselves a currency of empty 
bottles and jugs of sugar cane, according to Governor Barkley. 5 

‘Chalmers, pp. 135-6, 


CHAPTER 42 


UNCOINED SILVER MONEY IN RUSSIA 


The use of furs as currency which was adopted during the early Middle 
Ages continued in Russia to some extent during the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Herbertstein, Ambassador of the German Emperor to the 
Russian Grand Duke Ivan Yassilyovitch, at the beginning of the 16th 
century, states that the Russians used heads and ears of squirrels and 
other animals, instead of money. 1 In 1514 Grand Duke Ivan Vassilyo- 
vitch fixed the value of the kuna (marten skin) at six groschen for the 
purposes of marriage money. 2 In 1610 a Russian war chest was captured 
by the enemy containing 5,450 roubles in silver and 7,000 roubles in 
furs. The fact that fur money was in use in the Kaluga district right to 
the end of the 17th century is proved by a ukase issued by Peter the 
Great in March, 1700, forbidding its monetary use/ 

Throughout this period the use of coined money was on the increase. 
At the same time, however, uncoined silver continued to play an impor- 
tant monetary part. Herbertstein mentions that when silver was impor- 
ted into Russia it was made into small, oblong ingots without stamp 
or inscription. In collections there are many such ingots, some round, 
others cylindrical or cone shaped. They are called ingots of Kiew or 
Novgorod, because they remained in circulation in those cities longer 
than elsewhere. Some bear the punchmarks of bankers through whose 
hands they had passed. Ingots worth a rouble or multiples of it had been 
issued by goldsmiths, merchants and bankers. 4 

In districts engaged in trade with Asia scrap silver, cut coins, and 
amorphous silver was still used for monetary purposes until compara- 
tively recently. Centuries ago this practice prevailed all over Russia. 
According to Grempler, the meaning of the word rouble originated 
from rubit which meant “to chop.” 5 According to Georgi, however, the 
rouble originated through the use of bars with deep notches (rubli) 
which enabled the possessor to detach as much of the bar as his pay- 
ments required. Such bars were in fact introduced into Moscow in 
1654/ 


1 Chaudoir, p. 10. 3 Chaudoir, p. 32. 

3 Uwof, p, 6. 4 Babelon, p, 83. 

5 W. Grempler, Ober Hacksilberfunde (Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen 
Gesellschaft in Wien, 1889), Vol. xix, Neue Folge, p. 124. 

*Georgi, Description de St. Petersburg (St, Petersburg, 1793), p. 187. Quoted from 
E. D. Clarke, Vol, i, p. xm. 


u 



CHAPTER 43 


GRAIN MONEY IN FRANCE 


Considering the degree to which the assignat depreciated during the 
advanced period of the French Revolution, there is relatively little 
information available about the use of commodities for monetary pur- 
poses. By 1795 the assignat had ceased to be the standard of value. 
Precious metals were the recognized standard of value. The fluctuations 
in the price of gold and that of grain in terms of assignats were practi- 
cally the same, while the prices of other commodities rose to a different 
degree. According to a speech by Depute Cresson on 25th November, 
1795, in the Convention, the price of gold and grain had risen 150 fold 
while that of meat had risen only 40 fold. In 1785 Depute Jean Bon- 
St.-Andre proposed to the Convention that the value of goods should 
be based on grain, the unit to be a quintal of grain. Prices and wages 
should be reckoned in terms of wheat but paid in assignats on the basis 
of the current wheat prices during the month in question in the locahty 
concerned. He wanted to separate the two principal functions of money 
by making grain the standard of value, while assignats were to remain 
the medium of exchange. 1 

To some extent, grain was in fact adopted for the purpose of tax 
payments. The degree of 3. Thermidor III (21st July, 1795) stipulated 
that land tax was to be payable half in assignats and half in grain. The 
determination of its quality and quantity was to be made on the basis of 
grain prices in 1790. The Act of 24. Fructidor III (10th September, 1795) 
raised the proportion of payment in grain to seventy-five per cent. 
Landlords were authorized to collect half the rents due to them in grain 
in order to be able to discharge their liability of tax payment in grain. 
A degree of 8. Messidor IV (26th June, 1796) realized to some extent 
Jean Bon-St.-Andre’s idea. Under it, taxpayers had to pay for each 
franc of the tax the value of 10 lb. of wheat m paper money. 8 

A forced loan raised in 1796 could be paid in metallic money at its 
nominal value, in assignats at one per cent of their nominal value or in 
grain on the basis of the 1790 prices. Article 7 of the decree of 19. 
Frimaire IV (10th December, 1796). As a matter of fact, this experiment 
failed as three quarters of the proceeds of the loan were paid in assignats 
and practically nothing in grain. 8 

In a speech delivered before the Convention on 17th May, 1795, 
Jean Bon-St.-Andr6 pleaded that, in order to overcome the consequence 
of distrust in the monetary unit, the values expressed in contracts should 
be fixed in products. He wanted the Convention to apply this to all 


*S. A. FaUcner, Das Papiergeld des franzoesischen Revolution , 1789-1795 (Munich. 
1924), p. 94. 

“Falkner, p. 95. 3 Falkner, p. 96. 
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public and private business and wished that contracts should be based 
on a schedule of values. Ten days later, Depute Desermon introduced a 
Bill to establish the schedule on winch contractual payments were to be 
based. 4 

Hand-made nails, which, according to Adam Smith, served as cur- 
rency in some Scottish villages during the 18th centuiy, were put to 
similar use, according to Chevalier, in one of the French coalfields 
during the 19th century. 6 

During the concluding month of the second World War, and during 
the first few post-war months coffee served to a great extent as a kind of 
medium of exchange in parts of France. Such was the shortage that 
practically anything could be bought for coffee. Cigarettes were also used 
both as a medium of exchange and as a standard of value, but to a 
lesser extent than in some other liberated continental countries. Con- 
tracts were concluded in terms of vanous commodities in preference 
to being concluded in terms of depreciating francs. 

4 Falkner, p. 97. 6 Jevons, p. 28. 


CHAPTER 44 

COMMODITY UNITS OF ACCOUNT IN GERMANY AND AUSTRIA 


For a long time after the advent of money economy in the Tyrol, land 
continued to serve as the standard of value and cattle and land products 
as the medium of exchange. 1 

During the inflationary period which followed the first World War 
various commodities were adopted as a medium of exchange or as a 
standard of value. In November, 1922, the Medical Association of 
Allgaus decided that doctors’ fees should be charged on the basis of 
the butter standard. The fee for a consultation was the equivalent of 
one pound of butter, that for a visit one and a half pounds of butter. 
The daily wages of dressmakers in Hof was the value of six lities of 
milk. The bootmakers in Upper Swabia received as wages the equiva- 
lent of twenty-four litres of milk for eight hours’ woik. Builders in 
Berlin received as daily wages one and three-quaiter pounds of butter, 
which compared with the equivalent of eight pounds of butter in 1914, 2 
Vienna doctors asked their fanner patients in 1922 for payment in flour 
instead of in kronen . The consultation fee was seven kilos of wheat, a 
visit ten kilos. For distant calls an addition of three kilos per kilometre 

1 Arnold, Geschichte des Eigentums, p, 207. Quoted by Roscher, p. 350. 

'Frankfurter Zeitwig, 7th November, 1922. Quoted by Eisler, p. 55. 
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was made, 8 Rural schools charged their fees in the Weimar districts in 
rye. 4 

A large number of loans in terms of commodities were issued in Ger- 
many in 1922-3 by public and private borrowers, or they carried an 
option clause in which lenders were entitled to demand commodities in 
payment. Some of them had a wheat option, or a coal or lignite option, 
a timber or a potash option, etc. In one instance the price of benzol 
and in another the charge for electricity current per kilowatt hour was 
made the adjusting factor. 6 In 1923 Bastfaserkolter A.G. issued a loan 
of 200,000 kilogrammes of flax. Interest was payable in marks according 
to the market price of flax. The bonds served as a means of payment 
between firms growing flax and industries consuming it, c The State of 
Oldenburg issued in 1922 rye bonds. Holders were repaid the amount 
originally subscribed, allowing for changes in the price of rye between 
the date of subscription and that of the maturity of the bonds. 7 The rye 
note issue of the famous Roggenrentenbank is a widely-quoted instance 
of the use of the commodity-currency unit of account. 

During the later stages of the second World War barter developed 
extensively in Germany but no unit appears to have been adopted to 
any great extent. In prison camps, on the other hand, the cigarette 
standard became very highly developed. It fulfilled all the functions of 
modern money. It became the principal medium of exchange with the 
aid of which it was possible to buy anything within the camp. It was 
largely used as a unit of account to facilitate barter transactions. It 
was used extensively as a standard of value for deferred payments. 
Prisoners were able to spend in advance their future cigarette rations 
by’contracting debts. Considerable gambling debts were run up in terms 
of cigarettes. Cigarettes were also used as a store of value. Prisoners 
accumulated their savings in them. Those who acquired cigarettes did 
not necessarily consume them but kept them for the purposes of making 
purchases, Finally cigarettes were also used to pay for sundry services 
performed by prisoners for each other and also as bribes in order to 
obtain favours from the prison guards. 8 

Cigarettes served a monetary purpose so well partly because there 
was usually a good but not excessive supply, and a possibility of a 
replacement of quantities consumed; and because there was a steady 
consumers’ demand, so that any cigarette owner could rely on being 
able to use it in payment. They are comparatively non-perishable. The 
units varied according to the size of the packets which, if needs be, 

^Frankfurter Zeitung, 2nd August, 1922. Quoted by Eisler, p. 55. 

^Frankfurter Zeitung, 20th September, 1922. Quoted by Eisler, p. 68. 

6 The author is indebted for this information to Mr. G. Stem, of the Union 
Corporation. 

*Textilwoche , June, 1923, p. 12. Quoted by Eisler, p. 95. 

1 Frankfurter Zettung, 20th September, 1922. Quoted b sler, p. 68, 

8 Paul Einzig, The Cigarette Standard (The Banker, Sy Eieptember, 1945), 
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could be opened and sub-divided to obtain small change. Gresham’s 
Law came into operation in many instances, as there was a tendency for 
the inferior cigarettes to remain in circulation. The currency was often 
deliberately debased by putting inferior material in the cigarettes. 

According to the account of an ex-prisoner of war, at the slightest 
sign of a shortage in cigarettes, the velocity of circulation of this cur- 
rency declined almost to zero, as the supplies were all hoarded. Prices 
in terms of cigarettes slumped, and trading came almost to a halt. With 
an influx, or even rumoured influx of new supplies, the velocity of 
circulation greatly increased. Spending was much more free and prices 
in terms of cigarettes soared. 0 Supply and demand also affected the 
relative value of the cigarettes of various tobacco firms, and attempts 
to fix exchange rates between them failed. 10 

In order to prevent the deterioration of cigarettes, which is inevitable 
if the packets change hands too frequently, a bank was established in 
the camp, to issue notes convertible into cigarettes. It was difficult, 
however, to produce notes reasonably safe from forgery. 11 Eventually a 
Communal Store was established, with a share capital in cigarettes. 
The profits were paid out in dividends, presumably in the same form. 1 * 

In post-war Germany the cigarette standard became very widely 
adopted. Prices in terms of cigarettes were very low. Soap, which was 
also in short supply, became another primitive currency. Although both 
cigarettes and soap came into circulation primarily through the pur- 
chases made by the British and American troops, they continued to 
serve as currencies in dealings between Germans. 

At a later phase a fictitious money called barter unit came to be 
adopted in Berlin and other big cities. The price of everything in the 
market where barter was transacted was fixed in such units. Even 
cigarettes changed hands on the basis of their barter unit value. 13 

9 G, B. Clarke, The Experiment. Clare Market Review (Summer, 1946), p. 29. 

10 Clarke, p. 30. u Clarke, p. 30. 18 Ciarke, p. 31. 

13 Herbert M, Bratter, Germany's Financial Problems {Commercial and Financial 
Chronicle , 12th September, 1946), p. 1388. An Economy based on Cigarettes ( Nation's 
Business v June, 1947), pp. 42-3, 77, 79. 


CHAPTER 45 

OTHER EUROPEAN CURRENCIES 

During the siege of Leyden by the Spaniards (1574) leather money was 
issued. It did not remain in circulation, however, for the half-starved 
population boiled the pieces of leather and ate them. 

After the liberation of the Netherlands from German occupation in 
1945 a craze for smoking seized a very large part of the population. 
Since the available supply of tobacco was not sufficient to satisfy more 
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than a fraction of the demand, it became possible to buy almost 
anything against payment in cigarettes. Prices in cigarettes were exceed- 
ingly low. Highly valuable objects, such as jewels, optical instruments, 
and even houses, were sold for amounts of cigarettes which represented 
a negligible fraction of their value. 

After the Allied occupation of Sicily the cigarette standard became 
widely adopted, especially in dealings between troops and civilians. 
The Italian population was not keen to accept military lira notes any 
more than notes of the Bank of Italy, but only too willing to part with 
farm products, fruit, etc., against payment in army cigarettes. 

Hawkers in Sicily arrived with cartloads of farm produce at some 
military camp and departed with bags of cigarettes. They did not smoke 
these cigarettes, which constituted their working capital, but used them 
for acquiring further supplies of farm produce at a considerable profit. 
This practice was extended to the Italian mainland to a large extent 
after the extension of Allied occupation. 

Olive oil, which is one of the staple articles of produce and consump- 
tion throughout the Near East, has long served as currency in the Ionian 
Islands, Mytilene, etc. 1 It is fairly uniform in quahty, durable, and easily 
divisible, so that it is suitable for the purposes of being primitive money. 

During the inflationary period at the end of 1944 olive oil and wheat 
came to be adopted as a standard of value used to facilitate barter. 
Olive oil in particular was important, being a staple commodity, especi- 
ally in some of the Islands of the ./Egean, This practice of relying on 
olive oil or wheat as a standard of value continued even after the first 
attempt at stabilization was made. All prices tended to be adjusted to 
fluctuations in the price of olive oil. 2 

During 1945 olive oil and wheat were largely replaced by sovereigns 
as the standard of value. Prices came to be adjusted to the daily quota- 
tion of sovereigns on the black market. Before the quotation became 
available at about 11 a.m. it was practically impossible to buy anything 
as sellers were reluctant to fix prices. 

In Lapland cheese served as a currency up to the 19th Century. 8 

In Iceland the monetary use of products such as wool and butter 
continued during the modern period. 

Hevons, pp. 25-6. 

a The author is indebted for this information to Sir David Wally who was financial 
advisor to the Greek Government during that period. 

3 Ilwof, p. 48. 4 Ilv/of, p. 41. 

. CHAPTER 46 

ALMONDS AS CURRENCY IN INDIA 

The use of various primitive currencies in the backward parts of India 
is dealt with in our Ethnological Section. Here we only refer to curren- 
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cies used also in the highly developed cities during the modern period. 

Cowries were extensively used as a currency in India until compara- 
tively recently. Various early travellers in the 16th and 17th centuries 
remarked on the use of bitter almonds as small change, Tavernier, 
among others, stated that for small change they used small almonds 
brought from Ormus. They gave forty almonds for the smallest mone- 
tary unit, but the parity changed according to the quality of the almonds. 
Other authors confirmed this information and pointed out that these 
almonds were too bitter to eat. 1 Evidence about the monetary use of 
bitter almonds in Surat is contained in Hamilton’s New Account 2 which 
states that thirty-two almonds were equal to a pice (the smallest coin 
at the time). The same author also refers to the use of cowries as small 
change in other parts of India. 

x TheBook of Duarte Barbosa. Hakluyt Society (London, 1918), Series ii, Vol. xliv, 
p. 156. 

£ Ed. 1744, Vol n, p. 314. Quoted by The Book of Duarte Barbosa, p. 156. 

CHAPTER 47 

FICTITIOUS MONETARY UNIT IN CHINA 

The use of primitive money such as sheep, tea bricks, salt, etc., in the 
backward parts of China is dealt with in the Ethnological Section. 
Opium appeared to circulate during the 19th century as currency on 
Hainan Island. 1 

Reference was made in the chapter on Medieval China to the use of 
shoe-shaped silver ingots as a principal medium of exchange. The tael 
was the fictitious unit of account. Its equally fictitious sub-divisions 
were: ten mace= 1 tael ; ten candareens— 1 mace. A tael is equal to 
about an ounce of silver of a given fineness. This system remained in use 
throughout the modern period until quite recently. With the develop- 
ment of foreign trade during the 16th and 17th centuries with the 
Portuguese and other seafaring nations, there came a heavy influx of 
silver as a result of the large exports in tea and silk. Thus the use of 
silver jh a medium of exchange was fuilher inc leaded Tt was ihed 
especially in wholesale tuide, while the cuircncy of ihc ordinal) people 
for everyday transaction's remained the ao-cnllcd “cash'*- -the copper 
coin'). 

For many centuries silver was used as a currency without any Govern- 
ment laudation of its use. Theicforc a confused system developed. 
The monclaiv unit, the tael , \ancd not only fiom place to place but to 
a large extent also according to the natuie of the oaymenl. The Imperial 
Treasury had for its stundaid the Kit' ping wet . Each citv or commercial 
guild had a tael for its own use The principal local taeh were in Ticnl- 

'Schurtz, r 143. 
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sin, Peking, Canton and Shanghai taels. The most important from the 
point of view of the foreign trader was the Customs tael, or Hal kuan 
tael, in terms of which duties on imports were fixed in commercial 
treaties. 4 The price of salt was reckoned in different taels according to 
its origin. There was a different unit of account for cotton cloth, cotton 
yarn and raw cotton. In addition, complications were caused by differ- 
ences in fineness of the silver. As a result at a given moment in 1905 
there were in use in Chungking alone at least sixty different currency 
units in silver. 3 

The confused state of Chinese silver bullion currency continued until 
the concluding years of the Empire. The State abstained from inter- 
fering and left it entirely to local authorities and private trading interests 
to run their own monetary system. This situation handicapped trade. 
Much time was lost through having to weigh the metal in every trans- 
action and having to apply some rudimentary form of assaying. 

It was not until the early years of this century that silver coins began 
to be issued in large quantities, and it was not until after the Revolution 
that the modern monetary system began to take root. The use of silver 
bullion as a medium of exchange in wholesale trade survived, however, 
until the silver crisis of the 1930’s and still survives in remote districts. 

Until recently taxes were partly collected in silver. In addition to the 
discrepancies between various units, and the confusion arising from 
differences in the fineness of the silver, the fluctuation of silver in terms 
of copper cash was an additional source of complication. No wonder 
that there had been strong agitation in favour of doing away with this 
system. In a memoir, the Chinese Minister at St. Petersburg in 1904 
declared that "the use of uncoined silver for money is like using un- 
cooked rice for food, or uncut cloth for clothing.”* 

During and after the second World War, China reverted to a large 
degree to the use of primitive currencies. This was due partly to the 
progressive depreciation of the Chungking yuan owing to the increasing 
output of the printing press. Another factor was the extreme scarcity 
of most kinds of goods, as a result of which many sellers were reluctant 
to part with their goods in return for paper money which could only be 
spent on a limited range of goods. Finally, there was a shortage even in 
the supply of paper money, owing to the difficulty of securing the ever- 
increasing volume of paper required for that purpose. 

In accordance with her ancient traditions, China adopted an immense 
variety of primitive currencies. The cigarette was, of course, amongst 
them, but it served as a short-term store of value rather than a medium 
of exchange or a standard of value. To a large degree the Chungking 

s Wen Pin Wei, The Currency Problem in China (New York, 1914), p. 36. 

•H. B. Morse, Trade and Administration of the Chinese Empire (1907), p. 145, 
Quoted by Wei, p. 37. 

*Wei, p. 75. 
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notes were accepted in payment, but prices were based on the latest 
black market quotation of the United States dollar. When the Chinese 
peasant sold his products on the market against payment in paper 
money, he promptly converted his takings into cigarettes, even if he 
intended to spend the money in a few days, or even in a few hours. 
Cigarettes, tinned food and other objects served as a “hedge” against a 
depreciation of the yuan in the interval. 

Various drugs and cosmetics, among other articles, served as a local 
medium of exchange in towns which happened to possess a sufficient 
supply to satisfy monetary requirements even in a limited sphere. For 
instance, in districts adjoining French Indo-China a fair supply of 
lipsticks was secured before communications had been interrupted by 
the Japanese occupation of that country. In some towns lipsticks 
became a favourite medium of exchange. Almost anything could be 
bought against payment in scores of lipsticks which changed hands 
many times without being used. 

Lorry tyres and rickshaw tyres constituted a favourite store of value 
and standard of deferred payments. There were many other kinds of 
local primitive currencies. Needless to say, precious metals by weight 
recovered their old monetary role which, as far as silver is concerned, 
had never been relinquished altogether. 5 

B For most of the information on Chinese primitive currencies during the second 
World War the author is indebted to Mr. W. Fletcher, M.P., who spent some years 
in China during the war. 


CHAPTER 48 

RICE MONEY IN JAPAN 

The feudalistic period during which rice constituted the principal means 
of payment, continued in Japan during the 16th century, and even later, 
although metallic money was gradually penetrating into economic life. 

The wealth of feudal lords, which was based mainly on rice collected 
from the peasants, was estimated in terms of rice. At the beginning of 
the 17th century the national wealth was calculated at 28,000,000 koku 
of rice, 1 Part of the rice appropriated by the lord was consumed in his 
household, or expended on wages of artisans. But the greater part 
served for the payment of stipends of his retainers and attendants.* 
The latter usually sold part of the rice, in order to purchase town pro- 
ducts, payment for which was in coin. 

As for the peasants, they could not afford to make rice their staple 
food, for part of what was left to them after the lord had appropriated 

X M, Takizawa, p. 20. One koku is equal to 5.12 bushels. 

^akizawa, pp. 28-9. 
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his share had to be used for the purchase of necessities which they could 
not produce themselves. 

The common people, especially in rural districts, rarely saw gold 
coins even at the beginning of the 17th century. They were still accus- 
tomed to use rice for monetary purpose, and continued to do so to some 
extent even in subsequent centuries. Debts were contracted and paid in 
terms of rice. For small transactions copper money and rice were used 
indiscriminately. In some districts copper coins were scarce even at the 
end of the 17th century and at the beginning of the 18th century, so that 
everything had to be bought with rice. 8 Taxation was payable partly in 
money and partly in rice. 

Rice was extensively used during the 17th century as a unit of account. 
The people were more accustomed to measure values in terms of rice 
than in terms of gold and silver coins. In various accounts of revenue 
and expenditure amounts in metallic money were expressed also in 
terms of rice in order to make their meaning clear, 4 

The practice of raising money by means of issuing rice notes also 
developed. These notes were freely convertible into rice whenever 
presented for conversion to the large landowners who usually had large 
supplies of rice in their store houses. It was the custom for the land- 
owners to call in the notes issued every year in exchange for their stocks 
of rice in order to make room for the new crop, and thus to turn over 
the stocks. In the course of time they realized, however, that holders 
of the notes did not clear their rice all at once and that it was safe to 
issue more notes than the amount of rice available. Abuse of this 
practice induced the Tokugawa government to prohibit it in 1760, 
but the practice continued, nevertheless, in secret. It continued even 
during the 19th century, and forged notes were often discovered to be in 
circulation. 5 

The price of rice was fixed officially. From time to time the Govern- 
ment changed the official price. 

Although rice played an important monetary part its price fluctuated 
more or less in sympathy with other commodities instead of moving in 
an opposite direction. This is probably due to the fact that, in addition 
to serving as a medium of exchange, rice was a staple article of con- 
sumption of overwhelming importance. Consequently, when its price 
rose through a bad crop, the cost of living rose instead of falling as it 
would do in a country with a currency that does not serve such dual 
purpose. Moreover, rice was not the sole currency. Its value in terms 
of metallic money necessarily fluctuated in sympathy with that of 
other goods whenever the value of metallic money changed, through 
debasement or inflation. 6 

With the expansion of trade during the Tokugawa regime rice became 

8 Takizawa, p. 34, 4 Takizawa, p. 35. 

•Takizawa, pp. 88-9. ^akizawa, pp. 40-1, 
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too bulky for commercial transactions, and money came into general 
use with the merchant class. 7 The gradual replacement of payment in 
rice by payment in money was strongly deplored by the political 
philosophers of the period who considered that the development of the 
use of metallic money was an unmitigated evil. They were imbued with 
Chinese philosophy in which stability of society was glorified. For this 
reason they were alarmed by the disintegrating tendencies brought 
about by the development of a modern monetary system. Nevertheless, 
by the 1 8th century metallic money had become a pivot of economic life 
in Japan, and it became impossible to live without it no matter how 
much rice one might have in one’s store-house. The feudal institutions 
based on a rice economy became gradually undermined by the new 
factors brought into being by metallic money. 6 * 

While in the towns rice long ceased to play any monetary part, in 
remote villages it remained the principal currency. Even in recent times 
according to evidence secured a few years before the second World 
War, rice performed monetary functions within many villages, although 
modern money was needed for trading with the outside world, and its 
use was gaining ground also in internal traffic. In his description of the 
village Suye Mura, J. F. Embree made frequent references to the mone- 
tary use of rice during his stay there in 1935-36, It is used for local 
purchases by the farmers, 0 even though the lower middle-class elements 
that have settled in the village use modern money. 10 Wages of agricul- 
tural labourers are paid in rice. Independent artisans, such as black- 
smiths, roof-makers, etc., also receive their payment in that form. 11 
Veterinary surgeons are paid in rice once a year. 12 Rent of land is a 
percentage of the rice crop, 18 but this role of rice may be regarded as 
payment in kind rather than a monetary function. 

Rice plays a most important part in the activities of the co-operative 
credit clubs in such backward villages. They grant loans to members 
either in modern money or in rice. In some villages these credit trans- 
actions are mostly done in rice. Members of the club usually meet in 
the eleventh and twelfth month of the lunar calendar, because at that 
time the harvest is usually gathered, and everybody has ample supplies 
of rice. The rice is measured out under supervision of the leaders of the 
club, and checked in a book. While the reckoning is usually in rice, 
actual payment is sometimes made in money equivalent. The debtor 
repays thedoan in instalments. These credit transactions are usually 
combined with a lottery. 14 The monetary use of rice in Suye Mura 
provides a remarkable instance for the use of primitive money in our 
time by remote sections of a modem community. 

7 J. F. Embree, A Japanese Village (London, 1946), pp. 3-4. 

8 Takizawa, p. 49. 8 Embree, p. 84. 10 Embree, p. 121. 

n Embree,p. 101. I2 Embrec, pp, 39-40. 18 Embree, p. 84. 

14 Embree, pp. 103-5. 
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PART I: WHAT IS PRIMITIVE MONEY? 


CHAPTER 1 

DEFINITION OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 


T he great use of definitions, according to Shield Nicholson, is “to 
lay bare the meanings of the teims employed, to clear up the 
ideas for which they stand and thus to get lid of all ambiguities .” 1 
Their great danger is that one is liable to impose unwarranted limita- 
tions 10 the scope of one’s enquiry, and 10 prejudice one’s conclusions. 
Nevertheless, for theoretical discussions definitions are essential. The 
author abstained from applying any ligid preconceived definition in 
the Ethnological and 1 lisioncal Sections, in order to be able to register 
all claims pul forward fioin serious quarters instead of having to leject 
out of hand a large percentage of them. Before undertaking the exami- 
nation of the theoretical aspect* of primitive money it is necessary, 
however, to try at this stage to ariivc at a definition of the meaning of 
the term. 

In this task wc can expect relatively little dircci help fiom economists. 
Even those amongst them who have devoted some thought to primitive 
money have not attempted to define its precise meaning; most of them 
confined themselves to a few instances and have allowed the langc of 
their haphazard choice to imply their concept of primitive money. 
Many economists do not regard ptimkixc money as money at all. The 
instances they- queue aie merely meant to illustrate wiiat they consider 
to have been the pie-inonctaiy phase of economic evolution. 

Nor is the majority of anthropologists dealing with the subject of 
primitive money very helpful. Many of them aie reluctant to commit 
themselves to a cut-and-di ied definition, and arc inclined to attubute 
monetary status to many objects which obviously cannot be described 
as money. On the other hand, most of those anthropologists who are 
prepared to commit themselves are in favour of n strict and narrow 
definition. Indeed, they arc at times inclined to be even more royalist 
than the king. Tu many instances they refuse to recognize the monetary 
status of objects which many economists arc willing to regard as 
money. This in h piie of the fact that it is the anlhiopologists’ job to 
ihmk in terms of primitive conditions; they are more in a position than 

ij. Shield Nicholson, A Treatise on Money and Essays on Monetary Problems, 
3rd Edn. (London, 1895), p. 13. 
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economists to allow for the difference between primitive and modern 
conditions. 

There are, admittedly, anthropologists who favour an elastic defini- 
tion, This latter attitude is in accordance with that of many economists 
towards the definition of modern money. Marshall remarks that “the 
need for elasticity in the nse of the term ‘money 5 is somewhat greater 
than in most economic terms / 5 and that there are some enquiries for 
which the definition of money may with advantage be used narrowly 
and others for which a broad use of it is appropriate . 8 Among anthropol- 
ogists Herskovits in particular favoured a broad and elastic definition . 8 

What matters is that we should not forget that we are the masters of 
our definition, not its servant. We must always bear in mind that, after 
all, it is we who have brought it into existence and consequently we are 
entitled to interpret it in a sense suitable to our enquiry, adjust it, and 
even depart from it if necessary. We must never consider ourselves to 
be rigidly bound by our self-imposed limitations. As Rist rightly 
observed: “A definition is never interesting in itself, but solely in virtue 
of the help it can render to enquiry . 554 The fetish-worship of a definition 
involves, according to Jevons, “the logical blunder of supposing that we 
may, by settling the meaning of a single word, avoid all the complex 
differences and various conditions of many things . 5 ’ 5 We must consider 
definition as a necessary evil the disadvantages of which can be miti- 
gated by its libera! and elastic interpretation. 

• Before attempting to define the term “primitive money,” we must 
first select a suitable definition of the term “money” itself. While our 
difficulty in arriving at a direct definition of primitive money is lack of 
guidance, in trying to select an appropriate definition of money we are 
faced with an embarras de richesse. It has far too many definitions, and 
it is by no means easy to choose one that can be applied to primitive 
money without having to surround it with too many reservations. Most 
monetary economists have been fully alive to the difficulty of defining 
such an elusive notion as money. Some of them sought to overcome it 
by making their definition simply a catalogue of the essential functions, 
qualities and requirements of money. Helfferich rightly objects to this 
method, “We cannot admit,” he says, “a mere stringing together of 
separate functions to be a correct definition.’ ”* He feels that a definition 
should only include the fundamental characteristics of the phenomenon 
to be defined, and should not include derivates and incidental items of 
secondary importance. Indeed, in matters of definition brevity is a 
highly valued virtue. The danger is that in an effort to avoid making the 
definition too long and clumsy one runs the risk of omitting something 

a Alfred Marshall, Money Credit and Commerce (London, 1923). p. 13. 

*Herskovits } p, 216. 

♦Charles Rist, History of Monetary and Credit Theory (London, 1940). p. 334 

6 Jevons, p. 248. 6 Helfferich, Vol. i, p. 277. 
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essential. As a general rule, most monetary theonsL* deliberately confine 
their definition 1o one single aspect or very few aspecis of money, in 
order to emphasize those aspects m accoitlanee with their favourite 
theories. They adapi thcii definition to their preconceived theory. 

The majority ol definitions of money may be classed in two main 
categories: those which regard money as a commodity and those which 
regard h as an abstiact unit. The former caicgoiy of definitions is based 
on the function of money as a medium of exchange. Its most prominent 
exponent is Monger w ho considers '‘money’’ to be vn tually synonymous 
with “medium of exchange” and rules out any means of payment wliich 
does not play that part. 7 Such a jcsuictcd use of the teim would, of 
com sc, exclude all non-commcicial means of payments. But, as Schurt/ 
obscives, this attitude does not in Lhc least .solve lhc problem. “‘Whether 
we call money Lhc first beginnings of what we now icgard as money, or 
whether wc give it some other name is uitcrly unessential compared 
with the real problem involved.” 3 Jevon* points out that '"by calling 
some money and some not, w c do not save ourselves from the considera- 
tion of their complex legal and economical condition*.”* Admittedly, 
vve could save oursehes a good deal of trouble it wc narrowed dow n the 
scope of our enquiry by i uling out in advance anything that does not fit 
m with our preconcerted theory. But it i.* an o>tiich-]ikc policy to try 
to ignore out of existence the inconvenient and difficult instances. It was 
frequently resorted to until recently by monetary theorists of the 
metallist school who confined thcii definition 10 metallic money and 
treated paper money as a freak development or an emergency measure. 
It is only since the end of the 19th century that the idea that a good 
definition of money must cover not only metallic cuncncy but also 
inconvertible paper ciuicncy came to be widely accepted. 10 On the other 
hand, Monger' * narrow attitude in identifying money with medium of 
exchange and excluding from its definition anything that docs not 
adequately fulfi] that function is still finnly held by an rmpoi tant school 
of thought. 

The terminology of monetary science is none too rich and we can ill 
affoid to u^c more than one temi tor the same notion. If “money” is 
nothing else than “medium of exchange,’’ it would simplify matter if 
we simply called it medium of exchange. Since, however, money has 
also other functions and since in many instances those functions are 
more important than that of the medium of exchange, it seems to be 
unjustified to use the term as a mere synonym for “medium of ex- 
change ” Even tf we accepted Mengcr's definition and excluded the 
means of non-commercial payment from the range of monetary objects. 


7 Kail Menger, Ailicle on Geld m the IFand,"Oi tot Inch tier StaaKMwmschtijtcn 
(Recruited by the London School ot Economics Collected Woifcs, Vol. jv, London, 


1936), pp. 93-4. 

*Sthuil/,p.2. Morons, p. 248. 

1Q Rist, p. 334 
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those means would exist nevertheless and would call for theoretical 
examination. It would not facilitate our task in any way if we simply 
denied their monetary status. The acceptance of Menger’s definition 
would also exclude from our enquiry units which served as standards of 
value without at the same time serving as media of exchange. Yet the 
function of standard of value is a very important monetary function and 
no investigation of primitive money could be complete without covering 
the abstract units of account for the use of which we have much histori- 
cal and ethnological evidence. 

In one respect Menger’s definition is sufficiently elastic to be applic- 
able to primitive conditions. “In certain instances/’ he says, “money 
acts as such only in certain sections of the community or for certain 
transactions .” 11 Evidently Menger, having studied primitive currencies 
more thoroughly than most monetary theorists, does not insist on the 
universal acceptability of money as a medium of exchange as an indis- 
pensable condition of the monetary status. 

One of the variants of the class of definitions based on the medium of 
exchange functions of money describes money as an object which con- 
fers on its holder general purchasing power. In Locke’s words: “Money 
represents a pledge whereby men were assured of obtaining valuable 
things equal to those with which they parted.” We frequently encounter 
descriptions of money as “a voucher to purchase” or a bond used 
against the aggregate of existing wealth giving the bearer the right to 
have delivered to him any portion whatever of this wealth at his option 
up to the amount of the money he holds . 13 These definitions imply 
general and unconditional acceptability of money. Therefore, they are 
inapplicable to the large majority of primitive communities where the 
right of holders of money to make indiscriminate purchases and to 
require sellers to accept payment in it does not exist in law or in practice. 

Definitions which are based exclusively on the use of money as a unit 
of account are as unsuitable for application to primitive money as those 
based solely on its functions as a medium of exchange. If we defined 
money as the common denominator in terms of which the prices of 
goods and services are expressed, we would rule out objects which 
served as media of exchange without being at the same time units of 
account, such as the cauldrons and tripods used in Homeric Greece as 
media of exchange without being used as standards of value, or the 
stores vouchers used in parts of Congo and accepted by the Africans 
in payment for their goods and services, since they do not serve as units 
of account but are valued, like everything else, in terms of slaves, salt 
or some other form of primitive money. 

In yet another category of definitions stress is laid on the standard of 

u Menger, p, 93. 

12 Charles Gide, Primipes d'Economie Politique . 12th Edn. (Paris, 1910), p. 
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deferred payments function of money. According to these definitions, 
“money is the object which is acceptable in discharge of liabilities ,” 18 
This is not generally applicable to primitive conditions, since in many 
instances certain objects may serve that purpose while different objects 
may be used at the same time for other monetary purpose. 

The overwhelming importance of unilateral non-commercial pay- 
ments in primitive life as compared with payments arising from trade is 
altogether overlooked by practically all definitions. It is assumed that 
money must be essentially commercial in character and that any object 
which serves the purposes of non-commercial payments may safely be 
disregarded even if its use is of first-rate importance in the economic, 
political and social life of primitive communities. The more closely 
primitive communities are investigated, however, the more evident it 
must be that objects used solely for non-commercial payments perform 
a social function similar to that played in modern communities by 
objects used for commercial payments. 

According to John Stuart Mill, “money is the medium through which 
the incomes of the different members of the community are distributed 
to them and the measure by which they estimate their possessions .” 14 
In many primitive communities, however, a large part of the income of 
its members is distributed in kind in spite of the existence of money. As 
for the function of measuring possessions, it is certainly an important 
one in primitive conditions. We encounter instances in which an object 
is used for that purpose without being used as a standard of value in 
trade. Nevertheless, this function is in itself not important enough to 
serve as a basis for a definition of primitive money. 

Hitherto, we have been dealing with the definitions arising from the 
basic functions of money. Let us now examine briefly some definitions 
arising from its nature, qualities or peculiarities to which various 
authors have attached sufficient importance to use them as the basis of 
definitions. Outstanding amongst them is the definition according to 
which money is an object which is accepted not for direct consumption 
but for the purpose of subsequent use for purchases or payments. 
Helfferich lays particular stress on this requirement. According to him, 
whether an object may or may not be regarded as money depends on 
whether it was intended for consumption or whether it fulfils its purpose 
by passing from hand to hand . 16 He admits that the two functions can 
be fulfilled by the same object, though not at the same time. What 
matters in his opinion is the recipient’s intention at the time when he 


lfl R. G. Hawtrey, Currency and Credit (London, 1928), 3rd Edn., p. 2. This class 
of definition is sometimes combined with the one based on the medium of exchange 
function. Thus D. H. Robertson defines money as “anything which is widely accepted 
in payment for goods or in discharge of other kinds of obligations,” (Money, 
London, 1922), p. 2. 

14 J. S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy (London, 1878), p. 8. 

15 Helfferich» p. 2. 
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accepts payment in money. This point may certainly be accepted as a 
useful element in the definition of primitive money, but in itself it is not 
adequate for our purpose. We also ought to bear in mind that merchants 
accept goods which they can keep as their stock in trade instead of 
consuming or using them directly; such goods certainly cannot be 
regarded as money. 

Several ethnologists laid stress on the difference between objects 
which are used exclusively for monetary purposes and those which fulfil 
a dual function. Thus, Ilwof describes the latter class as money sub- 
stitutes ( Geldsurrogate ). Temple distinguishes between “money” and 
“currency , 55 the latter term including, according to his definition, objects 
which have a non-monetary use in addition to their monetary use. This 
distinction is, however, artificial from the point of view of the definition 
of money. 

The separation of monetary and non-monetary functions is also 
behind the definition according to which money must be a thing unto 
itself in contradistinction to all other objects . 16 Those who use this 
definition visualize a huge balance with all the money in one of the 
scales and all goods and services in the other. This picture does not in 
the least fit primitive conditions where the majority of currencies 
have some non-monetary use and the same quantity, therefore, are apt to 
appear in both scales of the balance, though not necessarily at the same 
time. Moreover, the simultaneous existence of several currencies have 
made it difficult to apply a clear-cut distinction between money and goods. 

The existence of a price-mechanism through the functioning of the 
monetary system is yet another basis for the definition of money. It 
links up with the definition based on a sharp distinction between money 
and goods, since price-mechanism in the modem sense can only work 
on the basis of such a distinction. In a primitive community, however, 
the operation of price-mechanism is interfered with in many ways. The 
limitation of the role of money often prevents the smooth working of 
the quantity theory on which the price-mechanism in a modern com- 
munity rests. 

Acceptance by tale is also considered by some authors as the criterion 
of money. According to Ellis, money exists when amongst primitive 
peoples tradition attaches a symbolic meaning to certain objects so that 
they are merely counted out in payment. On the other hand, objects such 
as tobacco, cattle, com, etc., cannot properly be called money because 
their relative value was determined by weighing and measuring, and 
they were not passed by tale . 17 This definition cannot be accepted, since 
it would rule out not only all commodity-currencies but even metals 
changing hands by weight — especially if they were assayed every time 
they changed hands— which for many centuries played an important 

16 Menger, p. 93. 
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monetary part in Western Asia and most parts of Europe and which 
constituted in monetary evolution a phase not far removed from the 
adoption of coinage. It would even rule out early coins which were 
weighed and assayed for many centuries. 

Indiscriminate acceptance is again considered by many authors an 
essential element in the definition of money. Marshall defines money as 
the objects which are generally current without doubt or special 
enquiry as means of purchasing goods and services and of defraying 
commercial obligations . 18 Wicksell, too, defines the general medium of 
exchange as a commodity which is habitually and without hesitation 
taken by anybody in exchange for any commodity . 19 These and other 
similar definitions imply two conditions. The one is that the object 
serving monetary purpose must be taken without regard for the charac- 
ter or credit of the payer. The other is that it should be accepted as a 
matter of course without any agreement to ensure its acceptance. The 
first condition does not arise in a primitive community except in the 
infrequent instances of the use of credit instruments as currency. The 
second condition cannot be applied to a large proportion of primitive 
currencies, for in a great many instances the choice or acceptance of the 
currency is a matter of negotiation. 

From the foregoing it is evident that for our purpose the definition 
of money must necessarily be both broader and more elastic than that 
applied by economists to modern money. Otherwise we run the risk of 
excluding, for the sake of adhering to our definition, a wide range of 
objects which call for enquiry. The alternative to making our definition 
sufficiently broad and elastic for their inclusion would be to discuss 
them in a separate treatise, a course which would have obvious incon- 
veniences. 

The main difficulty which the monetary theorist has to face in 
defining modern money is how to include within the scope of his 
definition abstract instruments of credit which have come to play a 
monetary role. Our main difficulty here is how to include under our 
definition object** which the monetaiy theorists dealing with modern 
conditions can well afford to ignoic but which in conditions prevailing 
in pnmitive communities play a distinct if limited monetaiy role. A 
definition of primitive money must allow' for the frequent instances of 
separation of the main monetary functions encountcied in primitive 
communities It i> justifiable and indeed necessary to include among 
primitive ciureneies any object that fulfils to a reasonable degree cither 
the function of a medium of exchange or that of a standard of value, 
standard of deferred payment or means of unilatcial payments. An 
object that perfotms solely the functions of a store of value docs not on 
that account qualify for being considered a money. 

“Mai shall p SI 7 

19 Knut Wicksell, lectures of Political Economy (London, 1935;. Vo), n. p. 16 
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After the above preliminaries, the author now ventures to suggest a 
concrete definition of primitive money. It may be defined as a unit or 
object conforming to a reasonable degree to some standard of uniformity, 
which is employed for reckoning or for making a large proportion of the 
payments customary in the community concerned, and which is accepted 
for payment largely with the intention of employing it for making payment. 

Insistence on uniformity does not mean that the units or objects 
serving as money must necessarily be of uniform quantity, weight or 
outward appearance. Objects which do not possess the required degree 
of uniformity can be reduced to some recognized standard by weighing 
or measuring. The definition does not claim absolute uniformity, only a 
reasonable degree of uniformity. That degree varies according to the 
sense of value developed in the community using the money in question. 
In many communities livestock possessed a sufficient degree of unifor- 
mity, while in others it was considered necessary to define a standard 
unit of livestock for monetary purposes. The reason why it is essential 
to insist on a certain degree of uniformity is in order to draw a line 
between monetary payments and payments in kind. If the State authority 
prescribes the acceptance of sundry goods in settlement of claims on the 
basis of their current market value when the claims mature, the goods 
which are thus used for payment do not constitute money because they 
do not possess the required degree of uniformity. It is true, wheat can be 
reduced to the required standard of uniformity by expressing it in terms 
of weight or hollow measure. But if the unit of weight or measure is not 
acceptable at a definite value then it is incapable of being reduced to 
the required standard of uniformity for monetary purposes. 

The definition covers the units used in reckoning payments as well as 
the objects used for making payments, in order that units used solely 
as a standard of value or a standard of deferred payments should be 
included in the scope of our enquiry. By payment we mean any kind of 
payment customary within the community concerned and not only com- 
mercial payments. The definition makes an essential qualification of 
money its acceptance with the intention of use for future payments. 

Even this definition, broad and elastic as it is meant to be, should not 
be applied too literally. Owing to the immense variety of objects serving 
as primitive money and the diversity of conditions in which they play 
that role, it may appear justified at times to disregard our self-imposed 
limitations in what seem to be borderline cases. It would indeed be idle 
to devise a watertight definition which would necessarily cover every 
conceivable kind of primitive money. Such definition, according to Rist, 
would be so general in character that it would cease to have any meaning 
in the same way as a general definition of “living beings” which tries to 
cover the fundamental characteristics common to the protozoa, the 
elephant and the man would be entirely useless .’ 0 Admittedly, the 

“Rist, p. 329. 
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adoption of a broad and elastic definition which allows for exceptions 
flavours of empiricism. Nevertheless, it seems preferable either to the 
acceptance of a too rigid definition or to dispensing with definition alto- 
gether. A plan of campaign often has to be adapted in the field to meet 
new situations as and when they arise to such an extent as to make it 
unrecognizable. In spite of this, it is essential to start with a plan of 
campaign, if only in order to have something from which we can depart. 
Definitions must be conceived and applied in the same spirit. 

We cannot conclude this chapter without defining the difference 
between “money” and “currency.” The two terms are often used indis- 
criminately, while in many instances the discrimination between them is 
unreasonable. To the author’s mind, “currency,” as its name implies, is 
“current money,” that is, money actually in physical circulation, or 
capable of being put into circulation. Credit-money does not belong to 
this category, nor do abstract units of account. Both are money, but 
they are not currencies. Every currency is money, but only those moneys 
which are actual circulating media are currencies. 


CHAPTER 2 

WHAT IS NOT PRIMITIVE MONEY? 

In the last chapter an attempt was made to define primitive money. The 
author is, however, only too well aware of the inadequacy of his effort. 
Owing to the immense difficulties of defining primitive money in a 
positive sense, it is essential to try to define it also in a negative sense 
by indicating the objects which are not primitive money. To that end we 
have to try to draw a line between primitive money and barter, and also 
between primitive money and modern money. Neither of these tasks is 
easy, for in both directions the difference is often one of degree. Barter 
merges into primitive money and primitive money into modern money 
through barely perceptible shades of distinction. 

In many instances a transaction may constitute barter from the point 
of view of one party and purchase or sale from the point of view of the 
other. In other instances each of the two parties considers that it is he 
who paid with money for the goods supplied by the other party. Since 
even those directly concerned are apt to disagree whether a transaction 
is a purchase or a barter, it must be very difficult for the outside observer 
to make up his mind about it. Nevertheless, it is possible to lay down a 
few broad and tentative rules: — 

1. If an object or an abstract unit serves as a unit of account to 
facilitate barter, it may be regarded as money but the system cannot be 
considered to be monetary economy. It is described sometimes as 
“money-barter.” 
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2. It is necessary to draw a distinction between a favourite medium 
of barter (an object which figures frequently in barter transactions and 
is readily accepted for non-monetary uses by most if not all people in 
a community) and primitive money. The former is accepted for direct 
consumption, while the latter is accepted in order that it should be used 
in exchange for other goods and services. 

3. Though the simultaneous use of several kinds of primitive moneys 
does not necessarily disqualify any one of them from being regarded as 
a money, if the multiplicity of objects used at the same time in exchanges 
reduces the scope of each one of them beyond a certain limit none of 
them can be regarded as being anything but a medium of barter. 

4. Though changes in the choice of primitive currencies used in a 
primitive community are apt to be more frequent than in a modern 
community, if they are so frequent that the monetary use of the objects 
in question cannot be depended upon at all they must be considered as 
media of barter. 

5. Though the use of a medium of exchange in primitive communities 
is not necessarily as general as in modern communities, if it is accepted 
in payment for one or two kinds of goods and services only it must be 
considered as a medium of barter. In this respect, however, we must bear 
in mind that the total number of categories of goods or services to be 
paid for in a primitive community is itself apt to be very small. 

6. Foodstuffs or other objects of small value given as small change 
cannot be regarded as money unless they are accepted with the definite 
object of making payments with them. 

7. Means of non-commercial payments may be considered as money 
under the broad definition adopted by the author. If, however, their 
sole use is the ceremonial exchange of units against each other without 
any direct or indirect economic objective, they cannot be considered as 
money. 

The borderline between primitive and modern money is equally hard 
to draw. The broad rule that coins, sealed ingots, notes and credit 
money are modem and everything else is primitive grossly over-simpli- 
fies the problem, For one thing, the transition between metals changing 
hands by weight and coins or sealed ingots is very gradual. In any case, 
for a long time after the adoption of coinage, gold coins and to some 
extent also silver coins changed hands mostly by weight instead of by 
tale. Moreover, it is a matter of opinion whether ingots bearing the seal 
of merchants, temples or townships should be regarded as modern or 
primitive money. It is also arguable whether the fish-hook money of the 
Persian Gulf or the knife money of Ancient China may be considered 
modern, in spite of their strange shape, on the ground that they were 
sealed by the State authority. The practice of cutting up coins and using 
the pieces separately either by tale or according to weight also introduces 
an element of complication. 
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Beyond doubt, paper money is essentially modern. There are, how- 
ever, borderline cases such as those of the rice notes in Japan or the 
tobacco notes in Virginia. If notes are printed not on paper but on 
pieces of leather, furs, blankets, mats, canvas, etc., then their modern 
character may be open to argument. Likewise, if tea-bricks, hogsheads 
of tobacco, etc., change hands by tale on the strength of a Government 
guarantee of their quantity and quality by means of a seal of certificate, 
it is arguable whether they are an advanced commodity money or a 
rudimentary form of modem money. 

The following are a few tentative rules for the purpose of determining 
limits between primitive and modern money; — 

1. Every kind of non-metallic money with the exception of paper 
money and credit money may be considered to be primitive. 

2. All metallic currencies which do not bear a seal or insignia imply- 
ing a guarantee of weight and fineness by a State authority are primitive. 

3. All paper currencies issued m terms of primitive currencies are 
themselves primitive 

4. When coins change hands by weight they may be considered 
primitive money unless the purpose of weighing individual coins is 
merely to ascertain whether they are full weight or not. 

5. All cut coins may be considered primitive money, even if they 
change hands by tale. 

6. All commodity-currencies are primitive, even if they change hands 
by tale on the strength of a Government guarantee. 

7. Credit money need not necessarily be modern money. If credit 
is granted in terms of goods, then it is nearer to natural economy than 
money economy and must be regarded as primitive. 

The term “primitive money” is often applied to objects which cannot 
be regarded as money in any sense. Travellers are usually the worst offen- 
ders m this respect. They are all too ready to call money any object 
which they happen to have used in barter. Ethnologists who have not 
specialized in the economic aspects of their subject are often guilty of 
the same error. The following are instances of objects which should be 
excluded from the range of primitive currencies : — 

1. Objects which, while used regularly in exchanges or in payments, 
do not conform to any standard and have to be valued individually in 
each case. Such objects include precious stones, the value of which 
cannot be determined solely by their weight or size. 

2. Objects which have special individual value owing to sentimental, 
religious, social or historical associations. 

3, Objects which are of such high value or which are so scarce that 
they hardly ever change hands at all. 

4, Objects which are accepted in payment not on the basis of any 
fixed value but on the basis of their current market value at the time 
when the payment is due. 
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5. Objects serving for payment of wages in kind on the basis of the 
“truck” system. Such objects may, however, become currencies if their 
recipients use them systematically for the purchase of other goods. 

6. Objects used for the payment of rent in kind by their producers. 

7. Objects used for the payment of taxes in kind by their producers. 
From the foregoing it is evident that a definition of primitive money 

in a negative sense must also be necessarily vague and far from adequate. 
In the following chapter we shall try to go a step further in the task of 
determining the limits of our subject with the aid of ascertaining the 
essential requirements or qualities of primitive money. 


CHAPTER 3 

REQUIREMENTS OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

According to Turgot, an object need not possess any special qualifica- 
tions in order to be suitable for monetary use. He believed that any 
commodity had the qualities enabling it to measure and transmit value. 1 
This view is not shared by the overwhelming majority of economists 
who maintain that in order that an object or material should be suitable 
for performing the functions of money it has to possess certain very 
definite qualifications. Economists have compiled various lists of what 
they regard as indispensable requirements of money. The extent to 
which these requirements are indispensable differs widely. An object 
need not possess all of them in order to qualify for being regarded as 
money, though their possession increases its suitability to perform that 
role. After all, even a bad money is undoubtedly money. 

The most generally accepted list of requirements is that of Jevons,’ 
according to whom money must have the following requirements, in the 
order of importance given here: — 

1. Utility and Value. 

2. Portability. 

3. Indestructibility. 

4. Homogeneity. 

5. Divisibility. 

6. Stability of Value. 

7. Cognizability. 

By its very nature primitive money cannot and is not expected to 
possess these requirements to anything like the extent to which modem 
money possesses them. Conditions prevailing in primitive communities 
do not necessarily call for such a degree of perfection of the monetary 

•Turgot, Valeurs et Mommies (CEuvres de Turgot), Vol. i, p. 75. 

•Jevons, p. 31. 
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system as modern conditions do. 3 Most of the above requirements do 
not apply to primitive money which only plays the part of an abstract 
unit of account; stability of value is the only quality which such a 
limited money must possess. Nor are the requirements of currencies 
used for political and other unilateral payments necessarily as exacting 
as those of currencies used for bilateral transactions. As there is no 
direct quid pro quo for unilateral payments, the payees may not be quite 
so strict in insisting on the qualifications as sellers of goods and services 
or creditors would be. Finally, the requirements that qualify an object 
to serve as a store of value are also comparatively lenient. The observa- 
tions contained in this chapter mainly concern currencies acting as 
media of exchange or standards of deferred payment, though funda- 
mentally their requirements are similar to those of the means of 
unilateral payments. 

1. There is no absolute need for primitive money to possess utility 
(by which Jevons probably means non-monetary utility). While the 
overwhelming majority of primitive currencies can be used for other 
purposes, there are many instances for the monetary use of utterly use- 
less objects. This is fully realized by Jevons, but he thinks that when the 
various useless objects were first adopted as money they were of 
practical use even though subsequently they came to be considered 
acceptable merely because the recipients were able to use them for 
further purchases. In some instances we know that objects which in the 
course of monetary use became corrupted into useless shapes, were 
originally useful implements, or weapons, or ornaments. According to 
Jevons, if we were acquainted with the history of all types of useless 
money, similar explanations would be found in other cases. 4 Even if this 
were so — and there is no possibility of ascertaining it— the fact remains 
that objects which may conceivably have had originally some non- 
monetary utility continued in monetary use long after they had ceased 
to possess any such utility. 

On the other hand, the rule laid down by Jevons that money must 
have value obviously applies to primitive as well as to modern money, 
provided that by “value” we mean “purchasing power,” not non- 
monetary intrinsic value. Primitive money, like modern money, can only 
perform monetary functions if, for no matter what reason, it is con- 
sidered sufficiently valuable to be acceptable in payment for goods and 
services. If by value Jevons meant intrinsic value, then his view cannot 
be accepted as necessarily valid for primitive money any more than for 
modem money. 

2. Primitive money, like modern money, must possess as a rule the 

According to F. A. Walker (Palgrave’s Dictionary of Political Economy, 1923), 
Vol, n, p. 788, “cattle and sheep may be a good money or inconvenient money, 
according to the circumstances of the community. In a pastoral community they 
present many advantages.” 

4 Jevons, p. 32. 
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quality of portability. The largest specimens of millstones in Yap would 
provide one of the rare known exceptions — if they could be considered 
as money. Anyhow, their ownership can be transferred without actually 
moving the objects. It is possible that similar systems existed in other 
primitive communities. In any case, portability is largely a matter of 
degree. It seems that primitive peoples attach less importance to a high 
degree of transportability than modern peoples, judging by their 
frequent choice of very heavy or bulky substances for monetary pur- 
poses. Commodity-currencies are also almost invariably bulky and 
not easy to transport over long distances, though they possess the re- 
quired degree of portability for use within the confines of a small 
community. 

Portability in a broader sense means the possibility of transport 
without disproportionate effort, expense, risk or sacrifice. The com- 
modity-currencies used in the early American colonies did not ad- 
equately fulfil the requirements of transportability, as their transport 
absorbed a high proportion of their value. The inadequate portability 
of African currencies constituted one of the major difficulties of ex- 
plorers and traders until comparatively recent times. Even cowrie shells, 
which possessed a high degree of portability so long as their value was 
high, became too bulky after they had depreciated and had in conse- 
quence to be transferred in vast quantities. Many commodity-currencies 
were liable to deteriorate through being transported. 

3. Indestructibility is not an essential requirement of primitive 
money any more than of modern money. Paper money is essentially 
destructible, and so are many kinds of primitive currencies. Indeed, 
some of the latter have a very limited degree of durability and are apt to 
deteriorate either by their very nature or through the wear and tear 
caused by their monetary use. While many of them are relatively dur- 
able, others such as grain and food products in general must be consumed 
within a more or less short period in order to avoid their total deteriora- 
tion. Provided that a currency is freely acceptable its limited durability 
does not necessarily disqualify it, since recipients assume that they may 
pass it on before it deteriorates ; and holders can always consume it or 
turn it over if they feel that it is approaching the limit of its durability. 
Hence the occasional use of eggs, cheese, butter and meat as currency. 
It is quite safe to use wheat or rice as a store of value, for the existing 
stock can always be replaced out of the new crop without undue loss or 
expense. 

4. Homogeneity of money means that the money in use must consist 
of the same material and that the quality of that material must be uni- 
form. This is an essential quality of modem money, but primitive money 
need not possess it to the same degree. While its quality has to conform 
to some standard of uniformity, sense of value or the capacity to assay 
it or otherwise ascertain its quality may not be sufficiently deve- 
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loped in many primitive communities to necessitate absolute uniformity. 
In many communities gram or rice used as currency was accepted by 
weight or measure without regard to discrepancies of quality. Extreme 
diversity, however, bars any object from being considered as a primi- 
tive money, even if it is accepted freely as a medium of barter. 

Homogeneity in a broader sense implies not only identical quality 
of material, but also a certain degree of umformity of the object serving 
as currency, or at any rate the absence of such a degree of discrepancies 
as to lead to discrimination in its acceptance. Good money must be 
accepted indiscriminately, whether by weight, by size, or by tale, in 
discharge of current or deferred liabilities. Even modern money does 
not, however, always fully conform to this requirement. A new note is 
always slightly preferred to an old one, even though the latter must be 
in a thoroughly bad state before it is rejected by a recipient who is in a 
sufficiently strong position to pick and choose. One denomination may 
be preferred to another, and instances are known of the development 
of a discount on the less favoured denomination. Since even modern 
money is not always accepted indiscriminately, it is not surprising that 
there should be instances of discrimination in the acceptance of 
primitive moneys. Amidst primitive conditions a high degree of such 
discnminalion may in fact exist, without disqualifying the objects 
concerned fioin being regarded as money. 

5. All primiti\c curicncies do not conform to the requirement of 
divisibility. The livestock standard almost completclj lacks this quality 
even though in the communities which use it as a standard of value 
rather than a medium of exchange it is possible to reckon in fractions of 
co w t 1 1 Likewise, iliey icckon in Factions of slaves, even though slaves 
arc more or less indivisible. 1 In oibei instances d vision of the monetary 
unit such ns furs or skins is physically possible, but would entail a 
considerable reduction of their value. On the othci hand, theic arc 
innumerable instances of primitive currencies which are easily divisible. 
There arc »tnngs of shells of every description, and mcials changing 
hands by weight. \n the case of the lattci there is no need for the division 
to be accurate, since the broken pieces are taken at a value that is in 
exact proportion to their weight. In many primitive communities the 
lack of divisibility in the monetary unit is made good by the simul- 
taneous use of other types of currency icpie^enling smaller units. 

G. The extent to which primitive currencies concspond to the require- 
ments of stability of value varies widely. Force of tradition is apt 
to maintain the "value of the unit in some communities over long 
periods. On the other hand, since the majority of primitive currencies 

5 Therc are p few instances for actual payments in parts of animats in Ancient 
lndu and elsewhere. And cannibals, for whom hmn<m Ke was of small account, 
and who used human cinrcncv hugely because of its meat value, may po&Moly 
have sJduglUCLcd slaves when in need of small change. 
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have a more or less extensive non-monetary use the change in the 
non-monetary requirements and the volume of supply to satisfy them 
are likely to affect the value of the unit. 

The question of the stability of the value of primitive money may 
arise also in a different sense. In several instances in the early North 
American colonies and in the West Indies, commodities serving as a 
medium of exchange were made legal tender for the discharge of debts, 
but had no fixed value. They were acceptable on the basis of their 
current market value. It is doubtful whether any object which is not 
acceptable at a fixed value for the settlement of liabilities can be re- 
garded as money. It would appear to be more correct to class it among 
the media of barter. On the other hand, it must be remembered that 
during periods of extreme inflation even paper currencies are sometimes 
only accepted at their current market value. 

7. Most primitive currencies satisfy the requirement of cognizability 
to a considerable degree. The object chosen is usually something very 
well known within the community and easily distinguishable from other 
objects. There is, of course, always the possibility of passing on objects 
of inferior quality; such objects are usually accepted not under the 
mistaken belief that their quality is up to the standard but because the 
recipient may reasonably hope to unload them in turn by making pur- 
chases. In the case of shells and other ornamental types of money, many 
primitive peoples developed a very high faculty for distinguishing 
between the genuine article and imitations which European traders 
tried to dump on them. In some instances the cognizability of the object 
accepted as currency is increased through the impression of a seal or 
design on them. 

There are, in addition to the above requirements of money, other 
qualifications which are worth considering. There is the “impersonal” 
character of money which means that it must change hands without 
regard to the personal qualifications of the payer or the recipient. Under 
this requirement, certain credit instruments such as bills or cheques may 
not be regarded as money. In primitive communities the requirement of 
acceptance without discrimination according to the standing of the 
payer is not so highly developed, as in many instances the use of certain 
currencies is confined to certain types of people. 

We have seen above that, generally speaking, primitive currency does 
not conform to the requirements of good money to anything like the 
extent modern money must. This in itself does not disqualify it from 
being regarded as a money even though it may not fulfil all monetary 
functions quite so satisfactory. 

Above all, money has a requirement, without which even the full 
possession of all the above qualifications would not assure its monetary 
functions; and in possession of which any object or material may serve 
as a medium of exchange, though it may not correspond to any adequate 
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degree to any of the recognized requirements. It is its acceptability. 
An object may function as a primitive money, in spite of all its defects, 
if a sufficiently large proportion of the community is prepared, for no 
matter what reason, to accept it in payment for goods and services and 
in settlement of debts. This may be stating the obvious. But then, the 
obvious is at times liable to be overlooked, and needs occasionally to be 
stated. 


CHAPTER 4 

CLASSIFICATION OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

Classification is no real substitute for definition, but is useful in supple- 
menting the latter, especially if, as in our case, the definition has to be 
sufficiently vague to correspond to the requirements of pure theory and 
sufficiently elastic to correspond to the requirements of the subject it 
covers. It is almost impossible to devise a definition that would give an 
adequate idea of the range of objects that are to come under it. This end 
can be achieved much more satisfactorily with the aid of classification. 
Although a device of descriptive science, it should never be despised by 
analytic science as a complementary device. 

Classification of primitive money may be effected on an almost infinite 
variety of bases. The following are some of the most important among 
them: — 

1. Has it a concrete existence or is it an abstract unit? 

2. Does it assume the form of currency or credit? 

3. What material does it consist of, and what form does it assume? 

4. Has it full intrinsic value or is it a fiduciary currency? 

5. Is it used exclusively for monetary purposes? 

6. Is it a luxury or a necessity? 

7. Is its use confined largely to commercial or non-commercial 
payments? 

8. Is its use universal or is it limited to certain categories of 
members of the community using it? 

9. Is its commercial use universal, or is it confined to certain 
categories of goods? 

10. Is it used for internal or external payments? 

11. Is it produced locally or is it imported? 

12. Is its use conventional or is it imposed by State authority? 

13. Is it convertible into other objects? 

14. Does it change hands by tale or by measured quantity? 

15. Which of the monetary functions does it perform? 

1. While the term “currency” implies concrete objects in current cir- 
culation, the term “money” includes also objects which have no concrete 
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existence but are “abstract,” “fictitious,” or “ideal” units (as they 
are variously called), and also credit which though expressed in terms 
of currency, has no concrete existence. Abstract units are used as stan- 
dards of value to facilitate barter or to determine various forms of 
payments and long-term liabilities, and to represent various forms of 
credit. Even if the term of the unit in question indicates some object 
which has a concrete existence, actual payment is made in many in- 
stances in different objects. It is not easy to draw a rigid line between 
such abstract units and concrete currencies, for very often a money that 
is mainly a unit of account is also used to some extent as a medium of 
exchange and a store of value. 

2. “Money” includes both currency and credit. The name “currency” 
implies objects of physical existence in current circulation. Credit- 
money consists of documents representing a definite amount of monfey, 
such as the Japanese rice notes or the Virginian tobacco notes, or the 
Babylonian bills of exchange, or the alleged early Russian stamped 
pieces of leather convertible into whole pieces. Or it may consist of book 
entries, such as the wheat deposits in Egypt between the 2nd century 
B.c. and the 3rd century a.d. Or it may consist of mere verbal under- 
takings, entered into between members of illiterate communities, usually 
on occasions of public functions when the presence of a large number of 
witnesses takes the place of written evidence. 

3. The most popular form of classification is according to material. 
Therefore, primitive currencies are divided into non-metallic and 
metallic currencies; or between raw materials and finished products; or 
they are classified according to whether they consist of food-stuffs, 
clothing, ornaments, implements, weapons, etc.; or according to 
whether they are objects produced by hunting, pastoral, agricultural or 
industrial communities. 1 The interest attached to such classification is 
primarily ethnological. The kind of material chosen by primitive peoples 
for their currencies is necessarily of considerable interest to the ethnolo- 
gist studying their material culture. From an economic point of view 
the importance of the material chosen lies in the question whether the 
material is home-produced or imported; whether it is apt to be scarce 
or plentiful; whether it has intrinsic value, etc. The material chosen is 
also of importance from a point of view of general economic history, as 
an indication of the stage of economic development of the community 
concerned. 

l The most elaborate classification on such lines was provided by Terrien de 
Lacouperie, m the Introductory Chapter to his Catalogue of Chinese Coins . He 
classifies primitive currencies according to whether the objects used are natural, 
commercial, or industrial. The latter category is again divided according to whether 
the industrial products serving as currencies are finished products or not. A more 
simplified version of classification on the basis of the form of the material serving as 
a currency is that of Wundt, according to whom money is either Natwgeld (objects 
used for monetary purposes in their natural state) or Kulturgeld (objects transformed 
in order to render them suitable for monetary purposes). 
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Primitive currencies may be classified according to their material in 
two main groups: non-metallic and metallic currencies. The non- 
metallic currencies again may be grouped according to whether they 
consist of material produced by hunting, pastoral, agricultural or 
industrial communities. This is the classification adopted by Jevons in 
his classical chapter on The Early History of Currency, In hunting com- 
munities it consists mostly of the skins of wild animals. In pastoral 
communities the skins of domestic animals are sometimes used but the 
main form of currency is livestock. In agricultural States grain and a 
variety of other land products — mostly foodstuffs — are used. In 
industrial communities an almost infinite variety of industrial semi- 
products, such as yarn or cloth, or finished articles, such as utensils, 
weapons and ornaments serve as currency. 

The metallic primitive currencies, too, may be utensils, weapons or 
ornaments or raw metals, scrap metals or other forms of amorphous 
metal. Or the metals may assume the form of ingots cut into definite 
shape aiming at uniformity m weight. The choice of metals indicates the 
phase of economic and cultural development of a community. 

4. A more important basis of classification from an economic point 
of view is the nature of the value of the primitive currency — whether it 
has full intrinsic value or is a fiduciary currency. The difficulty in the 
way of this classification lies in ascertaining when the intrinsic value of 
money is really equal to its nominal value; for its intrinsic value is apt 
to be artificially increased by the monetary use of the material con- 
cerned. The demand created through such use puts up its value above 
the level justified by its non-monetary use. On the other hand, it is 
equally true that its artificial value together with its unlimited market 
tends to increase its production which again tends to bring down its 
value. There are a number of instances where an object of full instrinsic 
value is adopted for monetary purposes but becomes corrupted into an 
object of no practical use, the nominal value of which becomes divorced 
from its intrinsic value. In other instances artificial value is fixed by 
law or convention well above the intrinsic value of the primitive 
currency. 

5. A very important consideration is whether primitive money can be 
used for non-monetary purposes or not. Some authors are inclined to 
attach exaggerated rigidity to classification based on this consideration, 
not realizing that non-monetary use is largely a matter of degree. Even 
gold coins can be converted for industrial use by melting. 

6. Another basis of classification is whether an object chosen for 
monetary use is a luxury or a necessity. This again concerns the ethnolo- 
gist rather than the economist, though it would be a mistake to mini- 
mize its economic implication. 

7. Primitive money can also be classified according to whether it is in 
universal or limited use. Some currencies are used solely for commerce. 


w 
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others solely for payments to the State or tribal authority, or for 
religious, matrimonial or ceremonial payments. 

8. There are instances m which the use of certain kinds of money 
are limited to certain social classes. Certain currencies can only be used 
by chiefs or members of ruling classes, either because other classes do 
not possess them or because they are forbidden, by tribal law or tradi- 
tion, from using them. In several instances there arc separate currencies 
for men and women. In other instances invaders allow the conquered 
people to retain their own currency, so that there are separate currencies 
for the conqueror and the conquered. 

9. Currencies that serve as a medium of exchange can again be classi- 
fied according to whether they are so used universally or for certain 
specific uses only. Some currencies can only be used for large purchases, 
others only for small purchases. Some can only be used for the purchase 
of certain classes of goods. 

10. Primitive currencies may also be classified according to whether 
they serve for internal or external payments. There are many instances 
m which an object regularly used for purchases abroad does not serve 
as a currency m internal circulation. In some of these instances, the 
foreign recipient of the “external” currency regards the objects received 
as goods, but in others it is regarded as a true international currency 
which can be used for purchases in third countries. A large proportion 
of primitive currencies are by their very nature only suitable for internal 
trade. In so far as these objects or materials find their way abroad they 
constitute goods and not money 

11. Another basis of distinction lies between locally produced and 
imported currencies. There are several instances in the Pacific Islands 
where primitive communities use each others’ products as currency 
instead of their own. In some instances the import of the monetary 
material, whether m raw or finished state, is a tribal monopoly. 

12. Tills brings us to a most important basis of classification of 
primitive currencies, according to which their monetary use is either 
purely conventional or else effected by the political authority. In a 
large proportion of primitive communities currencies are adopted, used, 
changed and abandoned in a haphazard way, without any apparent de- 
liberate interference on the part of the political authority. There are, 
however, many instances for some form of intervention. There are, for 
example, currencies made acceptable for payment of dues to the tribal or 
State authority. In some instances the choice of currency for that purpose 
is not made merely permissible but compulsory. Other primitive cur- 
rencies are prescribed as legal tender in private dealings. In some 
instances the State prescribes the material, shape, weight, etc., of the 
currency, while in others it goes so far as to stamp the objects chosen for 
monetary purposes either as a guarantee of quality or quantity, or to 
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enable recipents to discriminate against objects not qualified for mone- 
tary use, 

13. Primitive currencies are either convertible (interchangeable) or 
inconvertible (non-interchangeable). In many instances more or less 
rigid parities become established by tradition or through intervention 
by the State authorities on the basis of which it is possible to use several 
currencies as alternative means of payment at a fixed rate. Some 
primitive communities have established an elaborate system of fixed 
parities. 

14. Some materials serving as primitive currency are taken by weight 
or measure while others are accepted by tale. This is an important basis 
of classification, for the acceptance of a money by tale usually represents 
an advanced phase in monetary evolution, though in many instances it 
merely indicates an absence of a developed sense of value. 

15. An even more important distinction is between moneys perform- 
ing particular monetary functions. There are moneys which are largely, 
if not exclusively, media of exchange; others which are primarily or 
exclusively standards of value, standards of deferred payments or 
means of non-commercial payments. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MONEYLESS COMMUNITIES 

I T has often been suggested, not only by economists and economic 
historians but even by some anthropologists who ought to know 
better, that communities without any rudimentary forms of money 
have never been found. This assertion is in striking conflict with the 
factual evidence relating to both past and present-day primitive com- 
munities. To be exact, there are many historical and ethnological 
instances in which it has so far been impossible to find any evidence for 
the use of any form of money by the communities concerned prior to 
their contact with advanced civilizations. Admittedly, this does not 
necessarily mean that these communities had no money. Possibly a more 
thorough investigation might disclose the existence of some rudimen- 
tary form of money that has so far escaped our attention. But on the 
basis of the present state of the study of the subject those communities 
must be regarded as moneyless. While those authors who deny the 
existence of instances of moneyless communities are entitled to insist 
that final judgment should be withheld pending closer investigation, 
they are certainly not justified in stating categorically that moneyless 
communities have never been found. The onus of proving the existence 
of money in communities which are at present claimed to be moneyless 
rests with them: 

Much depends, of course, on the definition of money that we choose 
to accept, if an unduly rigid definition is applied it is, of course, possible ” 
Ho quote a very large number of historical and ethnological instances 
of moneyless communities. By excluding objects used mainly as means 
of unilateral payments and not as universal media of exchange, anthro- 
pologists such as Malinowski and Firth have arrived at the conclusion 
that there were practically no primitive currencies in the Pacific area. 
The other extreme is represented by the school which applies an unduly 
elastic definition for money as a result of which any favourite medium of 
barter is claimed to be the currency of the community. On such a basis 
there is bound to be found a “currency” in practically every community 
in the same way as there is bound to be an oldest inhabitant in every 
village. However, in some instances at any rate the absence of money 
has been sufficiently firmly established to satisfy all but the most 
extreme school favouring an elastic definition. 
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The term “moneyless economy” is used in two different senses and 
this is liable to lead to argument at cross-purposes. It may mean a com- 
munity with absolutely no money, or it may mean a community where 
some medium of exchange or unit of account existed but formed no 
part of the every-day life of the ordinary people and was only used by a 
small section of the community. It may be a matter of opinion as to what 
extent the restricted use of money in a community justifies the claim 
that it is moneyless. We do not propose to enter here into this con- 
troversy and shall in this chapter concern ourselves exclusively with 
the absolutely moneyless communities in which no money whatsoever 
is known to have existed, at any rate for internal purposes. 

A community may be moneyless for any of the following reasons : — 

1- Low general standard of intelligence. 

2. Absence of an adequate sense of values. 

3. Low stage of economic development. 

4. Absence of a developed system of non-commercial payments. 

5. Absence of a system of private possession of goods. 

6. Existence of a totalitarian planned economy. 

7. Religious objections to the use of money. 

8. Existence of closed self-sufficient economic units. 

9. Extreme scarcity of money. 

10. Extreme distrust in the monetary system as a result of its 
abuse. 

11. Existence of pure barter, 

1, Judging by many ethnological instances, the adoption and use of 
money requires very little intelligence. The human species did not 
always possess, however, even that limited degree of intelligence. There 
can be little doubt that during the early phase of their existence, many 
races must have been at a too low intellectual level to be capable of 
using even the most rudimentary form of money. That this is so seems 
to be indicated by the existence of present-day or recent primitive 
communities at such a stage of intellectual level. Those who studied the 
natives of Tierra del Fuego, for instance, during the fiist half of the 19th 
century and other tribes of a similarly low standard of intelligence 
must have realized that such backward races are intellectually incapable 
of using money. There are other instances in which savages reached a 
comparatively advanced stage in several directions but were unable to 
develop even the most primitive form of currency system. Amongst 
such communities are the Australian aborigines. Even though in some 
ways they have a highly developed social system, none of those who 
investigated their economies at the time when they were first contacted 
by Europeans succeeded in discovering any trace of a medium of 
exchange or a standard of value. 

The same is true concerning some Negrito tribes in Malaya and some 
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of the Indian tribes in backward parts of South America. The Anda- 
manese, too, were until recently incapable of developing a monetary 
system. It was recorded that the absence of a standard of value gave 
rise to frequent and violent' conflicts between groups engaged in ex- 
changes of gifts arising from disputes concerning the relative value of 
goods to be exchanged. 1 In many other instances of communities in 
which ethnological research has failed so far to discover any trace of a 
monetary system, its absence must be attributed to the low standard of 
intelligence. In order to be able to employ money, whether as a medium 
of exchange or a unit of account, man must first develop a certain 
minimum degree of arthimetical faculty. Yet even nowadays there are 
backward communities where no one can count more than five, or even 
two. At such a phase of development the use of money is out of the 
question. 

2. In other primitive communities the standard of intelligence may 
be high enough for the use of money, and economic and political 
development may have reached a relatively advanced phase, but not- 
withstanding this there is no scope of money owing to the absence of an 
adequate sense of values. The use of money implies a faculty of ascer- 
taining equivalents. During the phase when objective values are non- 
existent and exchanges are effected on the basis of subjective values — 
that is, on the basis of the relative urgency of needs of the individual 
directly concerned in any one particular exchange transaction — there is 
little scope for the use of money. 

Again, in other instances there is an absence of any desire to receive 
equivalent values in exchange for the goods offered. In many primitive 
communities it is the ambition of every party to outbid the other when 
reciprocating gifts or even when engaged in barter transactions. In such 
circumstances any instrument aiming at the measurement of value and 
at the effecting of equivalent exchanges is clearly superfluous. 

3. Another reason for the absence of money lies in the low stage of 
economic evolution. In communities at their earliest stage there was 
no systematic exchange of goods, and such occasional exchanges as may 
have occurred could be effected without money. There may have been 
some exchange of presents within the community or between the com- 
munities, but such turnover of goods does not call for the use of money. 

4. At the earliest phase of evolution non-commercial payments were 
not sufficiently developed to call for the adoption of any standardized 
means of payment. Religious sacrifices or bride money were not yet 
standardized. Nor did such political authority as existed regulate either 
unilateral payments or the means of settlement of claims arising from 
trade. 

5. Another obstacle to the evolution of a monetary system is the 
absence of any system of exclusive possession of goods. In a loose way 

Foster, p. 89. 
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such communities were at times described as Communistic, but that 
need not necessarily be the case. On many islands in Polynesia, for 
instance, there is no Communism m the sense of common ownership 
of the means of production, nor is there any systematic equalitarian 
distribution of the goods produced; but members of these communities 
and even strangers aie entitled to be provided for if they have not 
enough for their elementary requirements. Moreover, anyone is entitled 
to ask for the gift of anybody else’s property which cannot be refused 
without grave breach of etiquette. It is the general custom of members 
of some communities to help themselves as a matter of course to any- 
thing they covet without the owners’ knowledge or permission. Such 
systems do not provide a good scope for the use of money. 

6. In communities where there is a thorough-going planned economy 
on Communistic lines the use of money is not indispensable and, in 
some known instances, it has in fact been dispensed with. The outstand- 
ing instance is, of course, that of the Inca Empire before the Spanish 
conquest of Peru. Practically all authorities agree that the Peruvians 
had no knowledge of money. 2 Although the country was exceptionally 
rich in gold and silver, these metals were not used either as a medium 
of exchange or as a store of value, but only for purposes of decoration. 3 
There was no need for any means of payment of even a standard of 
value, for the simple reason that every phase of the economic activities 
of the population was regulated by the State authority. The life of the 
people was planned from cradle to grave. On the basis of statistical 
material regularly collected, the central administration at Cuzco pre- 
scribed in minute detail what everybody was to produce and how their 
products were to be allocated. Money did not come into the production 
or distribution of goods at all. The producers of food, cloth, etc., had 
to surrender a determined share of their output to the political and 
religious authorities, and the State provided for the requirements of 
those who did not take a direct part in production. There was no profit 
motive and no individual initiative. Wages and salaries as such were 
unknown. Everybody was entitled to be provided for adequately even 
if through some misfortune he had lost liis working capacity. Posses- 
sions were redistributed from time to time, so that there was no scope 
even for using a standardized store of value, although ornamental 
objects were in fact accumulated by those who could afford it. 

There was a limited amount of barter. The Indians “knew nothing 
of buying or selling, having no money , they exchanged one article of 
food for another.” 4 On the other hand, they were not allowed to sell 

2 W. H. Prescott, History of the Conquest of Peru (Everyman Edn., London, 
1908), p, 93. 

3 Ynca Garcillasso de la Vega, Royal Commentaries of the Yncas (Hakluyt Society, 
London, 1871), Vol ii, p. 21 . Even a generation after the conquest by the Spaniards, 
in 1560, “there was no regular money in the country” (p. 28) 

4 Garcillasso de la Vega, p. 123. 
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clothes (which were allotted to everybody either in the form of raw 
material or in the form of finished product) or houses or land. 

Judging by the high stage achieved by the Inca civilization at the time 
of the Conquest, the absence of money had certainly not been an 
obstacle to progress. Indeed, the buildings, roads, bridges, etc., found 
by the conquerors indicated a very advanced stage of economic and 
technical progress. In no other instance before or since is planned 
moneyless economy ever known to have been carried to such an 
advanced stage. 

The nearest approach to the moneyless system that existed in the 
Inca Empire was the totalitarian system operating during the 16th and 
17th centuries in the Jesuit Republic of Paraguay. Within the com- 
munity, which was fairly large, no money of any sort is said to have 
been used, though it has been suggested that tea was a kind of limited 
medium of exchange. This claim has never been substantiated. The 
Jesuit Fathers themselves transacted a certain amount of foreign trade 
with the aid of money, but organized the country under their control 
on a planned moneyless basis. The idea was to protect the Indians from 
exploitation and extermination by ruthless and greedy adventurers who 
in other parts of Latin America followed in the footsteps of the Con- 
quistadors. There is less detailed information available about the work- 
ing of this system than about the Inca Empire. It seems probable that 
planning was not carried to such an advanced phase as in Peru and that 
the moneyless economy operated largely with the aid of barter in 
addition to the distribution of goods by the central authority. 

Whether it was because of the inadequacy of the system or in spite of 
its adequacy, the fact remains that under this regime the country showed 
very little vitality and had become depopulated to about the same extent 
as conquered Peru and other Latin American territories which had been 
ruled by more ruthless masters. Nevertheless, the fact that moneyless 
economy continued for many generations shows that it was feasible. 
Indeed, it continued to a large degree even after the Jesuit Fathers lost 
their unrestricted authority. At the end of the 18th century all goods 
were exchanged against each other; the salaries of bishops, priests, 
Government officials and all taxes were payable in kind. In Asuncion 
when a housewife went shopping she took with her a basket containing 
various goods such as cotton, tea, tobacco, sugar, salt, etc. The sellers 
of objects she wanted to buy chose amongst her goods the equivalent 
of their wares. 6 

The experiment of Robert Owen in New Lanark during the early part 
of the 19th century cannot be classed among the planned moneyless 
economies, since it merely aimed at the substitution of a new standard of 
value for the old one through the adoption of labour tickets instead of 
the conventional form of money* 

‘Dobrizhofer, Vol. I, p. 274. 
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After the Communist revolution of 1917 it was believed that Soviet 
Russia would put a moneyless economy into operation. This at any rate 
was inferred from the way in which the existing monetary system was 
reduced to absurdity through extreme inflation. That was done, how- 
ever, not as a deliberate policy but as the only possible way in which the 
deficit could be financed in the then existing circumstances. In fact, 
after the end of the civil war when political and economic conditions 
became consolidated the money of the civil war period was replaced 
by a monetary system which, in outward form at any rate, conformed to 
the rules operating in capitalist countries. There is no reason to believe 
that it is still the ultimate aim of Communist policy to eliminate money. 
While to do so would be possible, it is now considered convenient to 
retain a monetary system. 

7. Certain religious communities, especially in the United States, 
set out to adopt moneyless systems. Such communities are still in 
operation also in other countries. They never developed beyond the stage 
of small closed economies. 

8. During the Middle Ages there were many instances of small 
closed economies which were for all practical purposes moneyless in 
their internal working, even though they may have had to use money in 
their contact with the outside world. Such units were the monastries and 
the baronial estates. To a large extent they were self-sufficient and under 
an authoritarian regime their production and distribution was planned 
without the need of money. Everyone within these communities had 
very precisely defined functions to perform, not in return for payment 
in money but as a duty to the community which in return provided them 
with the necessities of life, During more recent periods there were 
similar limited closed economies in Latin America where certain large 
estates — the pueblo and the hacienda — achieved almost complete self- 
sufficiency and no money passed in their internal economy. All such 
communities may be regarded as enlarged families within the members 
of which no money had to change hands. 

9. Extreme scarcity of money during various periods of history was 
responsible for the development of moneyless barter. In other instances, 
however, scarcity of modern money led to the adoption of primitive 
moneys. 

10. Extreme distrust in the monetary system owing to debasement 
or inflation induced large sections of communities in various historical 
periods to revert to barter. 

11. Apart from such conditions of emergency, moneyless economy 
based on barter is encountered in many primitive communities which 
are intellectually sufficiently advanced to adopt a money economy 
and where the other preliminary conditions for the use of money also 
exist. Out of conservatism or for other reasons they prefer, however, 
barter, Cassel was entirely wrong in claiming that barter and the scale 
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of measurement necessarily developed together and that developed 
trade without scale of measurement never existed . 0 

Moneyless economy is not always a preliminary phase of evolution of 
money. In a large proportion of instances referred to above it was 
resorted to after a more or less advanced type of money had been m use 
for many centuries. Nevertheless, the system provides the obvious 
starting point for the investigation of the origin of money. We only 
have to concern ourselves closely, however, with moneyless barter 
economy which will be dealt with in the next chapter. 

6 Gustav Cassel, Theory of Social Economy (London, 1923) p. 349. 

CHAPTER 6 

EVOLUTION OF BARTER 

Before dealing with the popular assumption that money necessarily 
originated through barter, it is essential to examine the evolution of 
barter itself. It is a commonplace of textbooks that barter came about 
as a result of the development of division of labour and of private 
ownership. In this respect, however, as in so many others, it is difficult 
to say which came first, the hen or the egg. In any case the popular 
formula over-simplifies matters. It is widely assumed that, after the phase 
of food-gathering by isolated individuals or families, original Com- 
munism was the earliest stage of evolution. There was division of labour 
within the family, but since the family is regarded as one single economic 
unit this division of labour is not generally accepted as such in the 
economic sense of the term. Gradually the family expanded into 
the tribe which was, to begin with, just a larger family, and the head of 
which assigned among his relatives the work to be executed. It was not 
until the tribe became much larger and the family ties looser that a 
certain degree of division of labour in the generally accepted sense — 
that is, between independent economic units— was supposed to have 
developed. Such a specialization of occupations was accompanied by 
barter. Members of the primitive community no longer contributed the 
proceeds of their labour into a common pool, but came to exchange 
their surpluses with each other. Before this stage was reached, the output 
of the small communities was divided up between its members according 
to the proportion fixed by tradition or by the head of the family or chief 
of the tribe. Any booty or the proceeds of exchanges of presents with 
other communities were divided in a similar way. 

According to the popular conception of barter, it is first supposed to 
have developed between various communities before it existed within 
the communities concerned. This was because, while each community 
was supposed to have specialized mostly in one culture, the difference 
between tribal cultures provided the scope for barter. This contention, 
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according to which foreign trade preceded home trade, is based on 
a mistaken notion of the division of labour, and on the idea that 
division of labour, in the sense of specialization in particular branches 
of production, must necessarily precede barter. It is a concept accepted 
uncritically by many economists and economic historians as well 
as anthropologists. Yet it stands to reason that although a com- 
munity may be entirely pastoral there may be individuals within it who 
specialize in breeding cattle or goats or sheep or horses. This in itself 
provides ample scope for barter within a pastoral community. Even if 
the whole community were engaged in cattle-breeding, there is scope 
for bartering one kind of cattle against another. One tribesman may 
want more oxen, another more cows. Y oung animals may be offered in ex- 
change for matured ones. Some may prefer quality, another quantity, and 
so on, and so forth. Likewise, in a hunting or fishing community there may 
be division of labour. And, even if there were none, by sheer accident 
one fisherman might catch one type of fish and another fisherman 
another type. As both naturally prefer variety in their diet, they may 
want to exchange part of their catch. In agricultural communities, too, 
there is a wide scope for barter without any division of labour. Even 
assuming that all the families within the community grow precisely the 
same kinds of products— wliich is not very likely — it is always possible 
that the potato crop of one grower fails while his beans do well, while 
another grower has a good potato crop and a poor bean crop. In such 
a case they may swap the surplus of beans of the one grower for the 
other grower’s surplus potatoes. 

Indeed, a certain degree of barter can exist not only before the deve- 
lopment of division of labour but even before the development of 
private property in the generally accepted sense of the term, which is 
the individual ownership of the means of production. Primitive public 
and private ownership is an extremely complicated subject which cannot 
be dealt with here in detail. Most people who talk about the original 
Communism of primitive peoples have only the haziest notion of the 
immense variety of shades that exist in forms of primitive property, 
ranging from absolute collectivism to extreme individual ownership 
leading to the burial or destruction of the goods owned by the deceased. 
What matters for the purpose of our argument is that in most Com- 
munistic systems consumers’ goods, once distributed, become the 
property of the individuals, and can be bartered against each other . 1 As 
a matter of fact, in many instances, while land, livestock and other 
capital assets are owned by the entire community or by the chief of the 
tribe, the whole or part of the products of these means of production 
used by particular families belong to them, and are exchangeable. 

*As we saw m the previous chapter, however, the Inca Empire provided an 
exception as there the Indians were not allowed to barter their clothes, even though 
they were allowed to exchange foodstuffs. 
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Primitive religion provides a strong motive for barter before the 
development of either private property or division of labour. The 
innumerable variety of temporary or permanent taboos imposed on the 
consumption of various foodstuffs by certain individuals, families or 
groups is apt to lead to the exchange of the products affected against 
products which the tribesmen are entitled to consume. Totemism leads 
to exchanges between the various totemic groups. 

In a very large number of known instances early barter took the form 
of the exchange of presents. This may have been due to a lack of a sense 
of equivalent among primitive peoples, or perhaps in some instances to 
a primitive sense of dignity which looked down on busmess-like bar- 
gaining; or, in many instances, to a highly developed sense of prestige 
by which the primitive man sought to gain reputation as a generous 
giver. Foreign trade between Egypt and other countries during the 2nd 
millenium b.c. was conducted almost entirely by the exchange of 
presents between kings. The giver very often indicated what he wished 
to receive in exchange. 

Exchange of presents may be considered a primitive form of barter, 
owing to the impelling need for reciprocating the gifts received, No 
member of a primitive tribe could afford to disregard this obliga- 
tion, and for this reason in many instances the difference between 
exchange of gifts and barter was largely one of form. In fact, the border- 
line is apt to disappear altogether. For example, the easy-going Loyalty 
Islanders, when they foregather to exchange their goods, often tell each 
other: “Give me as much as you wish,” and at the end of the day the 
undisposed-of surpluses are simply given away. Primitive barter is not 
confined to exchanges of goods. There are also many instances of 
exchange of services. 

Another primitive form of barter was the so-called “silent trade” or 
“dumb barter.” Each party leaves the merchandise he wishes to ex- 
change in a fixed place and if the other party is satisfied with quantity 
and quality he removes the goods offered; if not, he leaves them in order 
to give the other party an opportunity to increase his offer. If no agree- 
ment can be reached each party withdraws his goods. This practice 
continued over a period of thousands of years in backward countries, 
even in some parts of Europe. Its cause may lie in the difference between 
the stage of civilization of the two parties ; or in distrust due to recent 
hostilities, a desire to avoid conflict arising from heated bargaining, or 
in many other considerations. 8 

“In some known instances silent trading continued even after the adoption of 
money economy. Nor was it necessarily confined to the exchange of goods. According 
to the popular legend of Wayland’s smithy, riders or coachmen left their horses at a 
certain place, together with the cost of shoeing them, and departed; when returning 
late they found their horses shod and the money gone. Various forms of this legend 
are encountered in many countries. They indicate the probable existence of silent 
trading in services. 
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Although in form very primitive, silent barter is in substance more 
advanced than the exchange of presents, for it is based on the strict 
principle of give-and-take resulting from hard (if silent) bargaining. It 
has never been suggested that silent barter is a necessary phase in the 
evolution of barter, though, owing to the frequent instances encountered, 
it must be considered to be decidedly more than a freak phenomenon. 
Nor can it be claimed that in every community, or even in the majority 
of instances, an exchange of presents necessarily preceded barter 
proper. Indeed, there are instances in which exchange of presents 
developed after a more “businesslike” form of exchange of goods had 
existed for some time, as a result of the establishment of closer and 
friendlier relations between the parties . 8 In general, however, it is 
probably true to say that barter proper succeeded in chronological order 
the exchange of presents, and that silent trade eventually gave way to 
ordinary barter. 

Nor is it easy to answer categorically the question whether barter on 
the basis of prices arrived at through bargaining represents a higher 
phase than barter based on prices fixed by tradition or tribal law. Much 
depends on the character of the community concerned. It is arguable 
that, since free bargaining implies individualist spirits, the chances are 
that rigid ratios between goods preceded fluctuating ratios. The fact, 
however, that even in a totalitarian state such as Ancient Egypt barter 
was done on the basis of freely negotiated fluctuating ratios is well 
worth bearing in mind. In particular it seems probable that the elaborate 
tariffs of fixed barter ratios which travellers in Africa and Oceania 
encountered even in recent years represented a high phase in the evolu- 
tion of barter. 

The creation of markets contributed towards the improvement of the 
system of barter. In these markets everybody knew where to find the 
goods he needed, and also where to find the individuals who need the 
goods ; and the chances for matching supply and demand were relatively 
high. Remarkably elaborate arrangements were made at some of the 
primitive markets in Africa and elsewhere to assist in the exchange of 
goods and safeguard the interests of the parties. 

The existence of pure barter does not necessarily indicate a very 
primitive form of civilization. Often the system survives long after the 
community has progressed considerably in other respects. This may be 
due to conservatism, since primitive peoples are reluctant to change 
their trading methods, even though they be sufficiently intelligent and 
advanced to adopt more convenient methods. In some cases there is 
prejudice against the adoption of a monetary economy, though such 
prejudice is usually directed against the use of coins rather than against 

8 An instance for such a relapse into exchange of presents is quoted by Rosemary 
Firth, Housekeeping among the Malayan Peasants (London School of Economics 
Monographs on Social Anthropology, Vol. vn, London, 1943), p. 52, 
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primitive money. In many cases barter continues to be the principal 
method of trading long after the adoption of some form of money, for 
the simple reason that there is not enough money to go round. And a 
decline in the supply of money often causes a relapse into barter. Dis- 
trust in money has also been responsible for reversion to the barter 
system ; such distrust may have been caused by debasement or inflation. 

In innumerable instances the bulk of trade continued to be transacted 
almost entirely, or at any rate largely, by means of barter even though 
the communities concerned possessed some kind of monetary system 
for non-commercial payments. In such instances goods continued to be 
exchanged against each other, and payments for services were made in 
kind, not by necessity but evidently by choice. 

In the light of the stock phrases used by many economists about the 
inconvenience of barter it may appear puzzling to the student that any 
community which was sufficiently advanced to realize the possibilities 
of a monetary system should continue to practise such an inconvenient 
method. The explanation is that m a primitive community barter is not 
nearly so inconvenient as it appears through modern eyes. Economists 
are inclined to exaggerate its inconvenience because they look at it from 
the point of view of modern man. The instances — real or imaginary — 
they quote are calculated to make their readers wonder how any com- 
munity could possibly have existed under barter except in extremely 
primitive conditions. Some of them seek to demonstrate the absurdity 
of barter by describing the difficulties that would arise if our modern 
communities were to attempt to practise it. It is, of course, easy for a 
lecturer to earn the laughter of his audience by telling them about the 
pathetic efforts of some market gardener who has to find a barber in 
need of radishes before he can have his hair cut. What the lecturer and 
his audience do not realize is that in a primitive community the grower 
of radishes usually cuts his own hair, or has it cut by a member of his 
family or household; and that even in primitive communities with 
barbers as an independent profession the barber and the gardener have 
a fair idea about each other’s requirements, and have no difficulty in 
suiting each other. If the barber does not happen to require to-day any 
of the products the gardener is in a position to offer, he simply performs 
his service in return for the future delivery of products he is expected 
to need sooner or later. 

Even the genuine instances quoted by economists to illustrate the 
absurdity of barter are apt to be misleading in their implication. There 
is, for instance, the well-known experience of Mile. Z61ie, singer at 
the Theatre Lyrique in Paris, who, in the course of a tour round the 
world, gave a concert on one of the Society Islands, and received the 
fee of three pigs, twenty-three turkeys, forty-four chickens, five thousand 
coconuts and considerable quantities of bananas, lemons and oranges, 
representing one-third of the box office takings. In a letter published by 
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Wolowski and quoted to boredom by economists ever since, she says 
that, although this amount of livestock and vegetables would have been 
worth about four thousand francs in Paris, in the Society Islands 
it was of very little use to her. Another much-quoted experience is 
that of Cameron in Tanganyika, when in order to buy an urgently 
needed boat he first had to . swap brass wire against cloth, then cloth 
against ivory and finally ivory against the boat. Jevons refers to the 
difficulties encountered by Wallace m some islands of the Malay 
Archipelago: if the vendors of food did not happen to want his goods 
they would pass on, and Wallace had to do without dinner* He had to 
keep a selection of supplies to multiply the chances of suiting the seller's 
requirements . 4 Barth complained that m Central Africa his servant in 
trying to acquire the goods needed through indirect barter became 
utterly exhausted in the process . 5 

What the economists quoting these and other similar instances do 
not appear to realize is that the difficulties complained of are not 
inherent in the system of barter. They are largely anomalies arising 
from sudden contact between two different civilizations. A native singer 
in the Society Islands would not have been embarrassed at receiving 
payment in kind, since she would have known ways in which to dispose 
of her takings, or store them for future use. Nor would a native of 
Tanganyika have found the system of barter prevailing there at the time 
of Cameron's visit nearly so difficult as Cameron did. Knowing local 
conditions, he would have been prepared for the difficulties and, before 
embarking on a major capital transaction such as the purchase of a 
boat, he would have made his arrangements accordingly. In any case, 
the fact that the goods required could not be obtained by a single 
transaction would not have worried him unduly. The majority of 
primitive peoples enjoy bartering and bargaining, and the time lost in 
putting through three transactions instead of one would not matter to 
them nearly as much as to modern man living at high speed, especially 
to an explorer in a hurry to proceed on his journey. And while Cameron 
must have suffered a loss in each of the three transactions, a local man 
with adequate time at his disposal and with a thorough knowledge of his 
market would have chosen the right moment for effecting the necessary 
exchanges on terms reasonably advantageous to him. 

In many communities the necessities of life were exchanged against 
each other as a matter of routine. Economic units within a tribe, or even 
belonging to different tribes, came to be complementary to each other. 
In the Pacific, or on the Malayan Peninsula, fishing villages and inland 
villages exchanged fish against land products regularly, often at prices 
that remained unchanged for generations. This arrangement suited 
their primitive requirements. When as a result of internal progress or 
through increased contact with the outside world their requirements 

4 Jevons, p. 2. 5 Barth, n, p. 312. 
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became more diversified, the need for a medium of exchange or at least 
a common denominator became more evident. Nevertheless, the con- 
ditions in which barter operated were even then far from being necessarily 
intolerable. The existence of fixed price ratios referred to above went 
a long way towards assisting. Likewise, the possibility of credit in 
connection with barter — delivering goods in return for future deliveries 
of other goods — must have also helped to no slight degree. John Stuart 
Mill’s much-quoted imaginary instance of a harassed tailor on the verge 
of starvation, trying frantically to find a baker who happens to be in 
need of a jacket, in order to be able to secure his daily bread in exchange 
for it, 4 existed only in the imagination of a 19th century economist who, 
however distinguished in his own line, appears to have been unacquain- 
ted with the elements of anthropology. Fortunately for themselves and 
for the progress of mankind, savages had enough common sense to 
make the best of a system which, while far from being ideal, was capable 
of being adapted to the needs of the situation. The tailor could easily 
make arrangements with the baker to secure the supply of bread over a 
period in return for the sale of a jacket. 

The difficulty of “marrying” barter transactions in primitive com- 
munities, even after the development of a certain degree of division of 
labour, should not be exaggerated. The “double coincidence” (to quote 
the word of Jevons) that must arise is by no means difficult to achieve 
in a small community where everybody knows a great deal about 
everybody else’s products and requirements. Jevons admits the pos- 
sibility of the achievement of such double coincidence in modern 
communities being assisted by advertising.’ Even in the absence of such 
devices, primitive man usually knows where to find a counterpart to his 
proposed transaction. Nor is the difference between the value of the 
objects to be exchanged an unsurmountable obstacle. It could be over- 
come by accepting deferred payments. In African villages the blacksmith 
is often paid after harvest for all the services he rendered between 
harvests. 

For the above reasons it seems to be a mistake to assume that barter 
became reduced to absurdity at an early phase of economic progress. 
The chances are that in the majority of communities it survived long 
after its replacement by some form of monetary system became possible 
through technical and intellectual progress. 

*“A tailor who has nothing but coats might starve before he could find any 
person having bread to sell who wanted a coat; besides he would not want as much 
bread at a time as would be worth a coat, and the coat could not be divided.” 
(Mill, p. 4). 

’Jevons, pp. 3-5. 
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ORIGIN OF MONEY — THE MEDIUM OF EXCHANGE THEORY 

In the last chapter the author sought to prove that the picture drawn by 
economists about the inconvenience of barter in primitive communities 
is grossly exaggerated. It would seem that the assumption that money 
necessarily arose from the realization of the inconveniences of barter, 
popular as it is among economists, needs careful re-examination. 

The medium of exchange theory of the origin of money appears some- 
times in an extreme form which suggests that at a certain moment a 
deliberate decision to adopt money was made, when the increase in the 
volume of trade made barter conditions intolerable. Economic historians 
and anthropologists rightly denounce the idea of a deliberate decision 
thus to change the system of commercial exchanges as being fully as 
unrealistic as Rousseau’s conception of the conclusion of a contrat 
social The suggestion made by Crowther that currency must have been 
the invention of a “lazy genius” who could not be bothered with the 
complications arising from barter 1 appears to be equally divorced from 
reality. While it is just possible that some communities out of untold 
thousands may have adopted money through the deliberate invention of 
one person or the deliberate decision of the community, the chances 
are that in the overwhelming majority of instances the evolution of 
money was an unconscious and gradual process. It is important that 
economists writing on the subject should duly realize that institutions 
such as division of labour, or private property, or money, are not 
invented by some genius, lazy or otherwise, on a dull Sunday afternoon. 

It is equally important to bear in mind that money was not invented 
once for all for the entire globe. While in many instances the institution 
may have been copied by various communities from others, very often 
each community worked out its own salvation independently in its own 
way, without knowing anything about identical or similar solutions 
arrived at in other parts of the world. It is impossible to accept the 
application to money of the diffusionist conception implied in Crowther’s 
remarks. 

It seems certain that, while in many communities barter without the 
use of any kind of money continued long after the system had become 
cumbersome owing to increase in the commercial turnover, in other 
communities some form of money was adopted long before this became 
absolutely necessary or even particularly advantageous from the point 
of view of the interchange of goods. Apart from instances in which 
money was first adopted for purposes other than trade, even its pre- 
mature development out of barter is conceivable at a stage when the 
community could well have retained the more primitive method of 

1 Geoffrey Crowther, An Outline of Money (London, 1940), p. 15. 
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moneyless trading. Money tends to develop automatically out of barter, 
through the fact that favourite means of barter are apt to arise. A stage 
is usually reached when the use of one of these means of barter becomes 
so widespread that it may be said to have become a medium of exchange. 
This process was ably described by Menger 2 who realized the inade- 
quacy of the conception under which pure barter is supposed to have 
continued until it reduced itself to absurdity through the expansion 
of turnover, and was then replaced by money. He ridiculed the assump- 
tion that primitive communities are necessarily gravely handicapped in 
trade by the difficulty in effecting direct exchanges between the original 
producer and the ultimate consumer. He pointed out that if the would- 
be buyer of certain goods was unable to find a seller to accept his goods, 
he could always improve his bargaining position by swapping his goods 
against others which were more easily exchangeable. If even these 
goods did not serve his purpose adequately he could swap them against 
other goods even more easily acceptable until he gained possession of 
the right kind of goods with the aid of which he could acquire the goods 
he really needed. * 

An intermediate stage in the progress from pure barter economy — 
under which goods are acquired for direct consumption only — to money 
economy is the employment of some favourite medium of barter. This is 
some object which is accepted in return for goods or services, not for 
direct consumption by its recipient but because he expects to be able 
to obtain for it the goods or services he requires. Frequently it is an 
object which is so widely accepted for direct consumption that anyone 
not requiring it for that purpose is safe in accepting it, in the certain 
knowledge that he will have no difficulty in passing it on. In so far as 
money developed from barter, the favourite medium of barter preceded 
the medium of exchange. The increasingly frequent use of one particular 
medium of barter tended to raise its status gradually and imperceptibly 
to that of a medium of exchange. 

It seems probable that when money developed out of barter it did so 
not because barter had become intolerable through an increase in the 
commercial turnover, but because more and more people found it 
convenient to use the same intermediate goods in their transactions. 
This may appear to be saying the same things in a different way. In 
reality there is an essential difference between the negative approach 
used by many generations of economists who attributed the origin of 
money to the intolerable inconvenience of barter that forced the com- 
munity to adopt a reform, and the positive approach suggested here, 
according to which the method of exchange was improved upon before 
the old method became intolerable and before an impelling need for the 
reforms had arisen. 

There is ample ethnological evidence to show that most primitive 

2 Menger, pp. 8-11. 
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communities had a number of favourite media of barter in use at any 
given moment. Many of these communities could get on very well with- 
out the adoption of a common medium of exchange, as their trade was 
limited, and barter with the aid of media of barter suited their require- 
ments tolerably well. Nevertheless, they gradually came to adopt a 
medium of exchange — not because they came to realize that this was the 
right thing to do, nor because the old system of barter was becoming 
intolerable, but simply because in practice they found this more 
convenient. 

The objects chosen, first as a favourite medium of barter and later as 
a medium of exchange, were chosen because those accepting them could 
rely on being able to find others willing to accept them. Possibly the 
reason why certain objects qualified for such a purpose was that they 
were a generally desired article of consumption or ornament, or a staple 
article of export, or because they were a standard of deferred payments 
often in demand by debtors. But the steady demand for an object, and 
the high degree of acceptability arising from it, may have been due to 
non-commercial considerations. Many people may have been willing to 
accept it because it could be used for religious sacrifices, for political 
payments (fines, tribute, blood money) or for bride money. All these 
and other non-commercial requirements must have led in innumerable 
instances to a widespread and systematic demand for objects eminently 
qualified to fulfil the functions of a medium of exchange, long before 
the need for the employment of a medium of exchange was sufficiently 
strong to overcome conservatism and other factors responsible for the 
survival of pure barter. It seems probable that when the growing 
diversity of goods and services and the growing division of labour made 
the use of a medium of exchange increasingly necessary, the object 
chosen as an intermediary was very often not a favourite medium of 
barter but the ready-made medium of payment which was already 
widely used in the community for non-commercial purposes. 

Conversely, it seems also possible that in many instances, when an 
object was chosen for the purposes of religious or political payments or 
for the payment of bride money, preference was given to favourite 
media of barter. Whether it was the means of unilateral payments that 
became media of exchange or media of barter that was adopted as 
means of unilateral payments depended largely on the degree of 
commercial spirit that the various races possessed. A tribe with a strong 
inclination to trade was liable to develop a medium of barter before it 
came to adopt any definite standardized means of unilateral payments. 
The chances are, however, that religious sacrifices, political payment 
and payment for brides preceded in the majority of instances the 
development of favourite media of barter. 

Even in so far as money developed from barter, Monger’s theory 
does not provide the only conceivable explanation of its evolution, 
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Schurtz put forward the view that the way from barter economy to 
money economy led through the system of exchanges on the basis of 
traditionally or officially fixed prices . 3 Thurnwald is also in favour of 
this explanation . 1 Their arguments are not altogether convincing. We 
possess evidence about the existence of many fixed “tariffs” or “ratios” 
between various goods, both locally produced and imported. But it is 
difficult to see why the fact that certain exchange rates were kept 
artificially rigid should in itself have led to the monetary adoption of 
any of the goods concerned. On the contrary, in so far as the existence 
of fixed barter ratios facilitated barter it contributed towards the 
survival of the moneyless system of trading. 

Hitherto we have been dealing with the origin of money through its 
function as a medium of exchange. Barter can, however, give rise to 
money also through necessitating the use of a standard of value even 
before calling for the use of a medium of exchange. This aspect of the 
origin pf money through barter will be dealt with later. Our next task 
is to ascertain whether, m so far as money originated through its 
function as a medium of exchange, it arose from internal trade or 
external trade. 

'Schurtz, p. 79. ■‘Thurnwald, p. 264. 


CHAPTER 8 

ORIGIN THROUGH EXTERNAL TRADE 

It is a widespread belief that external trade had developed before 
infernal trade. This assumption should not be accepted without close 
scrutiny; for it has arisen largely through the fact that prehistoric 
external trade is more easily traced than prehistoric internal trade. In 
the absence of written records there is no safe way of ascertaining 
whether and to what extent goods were exchanged within any one pre- 
historic community. On the other hand, prehistoric deposits contain 
ample evidence of foreign trade during the Neolithic period, and even 
during the late Paleolithic period. Shells, amber, instruments and 
weapons of flint, etc., have been found hundreds and even thousands of 
miles from their places of origin. It is no wonder that, in the absence of 
any corresponding evidence about the exchange of goods inside pre- 
historic communities, many students should have arrived at the con- 
clusion that external trade must have preceded internal trade, both in 
chronological order and in order of importance. 

On the surface, ethnological evidence on trade in primitive com- 
munities explored in modern times also appears to support this one- 
sided conclusion. Explorers, early travellers and pioneer traders, in their 
accounts of economic conditions of savage races, give much more 
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information on external trade than on internal trade. 1 This is only 
natural, since most of these visitors were only interested in their own 
trade with the natives. Their diaries abound with instances in which 
they were forced to make payments in various forms to native chiefs for 
supplies or for free passage through their territory. The extortionate 
methods applied by the chiefs, the difficulties arising from the acquisi- 
tion and transport of primitive moneys, and the complications caused by 
their change from village to village, and even within the same village at 
short notice, was a subject that necessarily forced itself to the attention 
of travellers, even if they were not particularly interested in primitive 
money. The information they gathered for the benefit of later travellers 
referred to the trade practices of the natives with strangers. Their stay 
in these communities was usually not sufficiently prolonged to enable 
them to investigate the less obvious turnover of goods within the 
community, even if they had been sufficiently interested in the subject. 
Even ethnologists whose aim was to investigate the mode of life of 
primitive peoples showed until recently very little interest in internal 
trade. 

The result is that most of material published on the trade of primitive 
peoples deals with their external trade only, and this must have been 
largely responsible for the assumption that their internal trade must 
have been either non-existent or quite insignificant. On the basis of this 
assumption the view is taken by many writers that piimitive money must 
have developed primarily from external trade. It is widely assumed that 
money is not required m primitive communities for internal purposes 
in the early stages of their economic development, either because 
“everyone produces the same thing and there is no scope for exchange,” 
or because “each economic unit is self-sufficient,” or because “in 
original Communism production and distribution is effected by the 
tribal authorities without the intervention of money.” 

We saw in Chapter 6 that the idea that barter is absent inside 
primitive communities at an early stage of economic evolution is 
entirely false, as there is ample scope for the exchange of goods even in 
the absence of private property or division of labour in the generally 
accepted sense of the term. Indeed, there must be a good deal of traffic 
internally even in communities which have practically no external trade 
owing to geographical difficulties or the hostility of the neighbouring 
tribes. It is, to say the least, possible to argue, therefore, that there was 
a modest amount of trade within the communities at a time when the 
acquisition of goods from other communities assumed almost entirely 
the form of booty or tribute. 

It is even reasonable to assume that in a large proportion of instances 

x Speke refers scores of times to payment to natives of Tanganyika and Uganda 
in the form of wire or other European goods , there is only one single reference in his 
book to payment in a similar form between natives. 
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internal trade as a systematic activity preceded foreign trade. This does 
not necessarily mean, however, that money for internal use preceded 
money for external use. For internal trade the system of barter based on 
tariffs fixed by tribal authority or tradition may have obviated the need 
for the use of currency. The exchange rate between goods bartered 
between tribes, on the other hand, must usually have been a matter of 
bargaining, and the use of a common denominator or a medium of 
exchange may have been found necessary at a relatively early stage. 

Economic historians or anthropologists, when claiming that the 
development of money arising from external trade preceded that of 
money arising from internal trade, often fail to define the meaning of 
the two terms. There can be four kinds of money arising through 
external trade: — 

1. Imported objects which are in general non-monetary use within 
the importing community and which have a relative scarcity value, and 
which tend to become a favourite medium of barter or a means of non- 
commercial payment. 

2. Imported objects which are imported with the specific purpose 
of their monetary use, and which have no non-monetary use in the 
importing community, apart possibly from their employment as orna- 
ments arising mainly from their monetary use. 

3. Exportable staple products which are in strong and systematic 
monetary or non-monetary demand outside the exporting community. 

4. Imported objects which are in general monetary or non-monetary 
use m the importing community or in third communities, so that the 
importing community is in a position to re-export them and use them 
for purchases abroad. 

Salt-money in Ethiopia and elsewhere is one of the characteristic 
instances of the choice of an imported object as primitive currency on 
account of its general acceptability for non-monetary use within the 
importing community. Demand for salt usually exceeds supply in 
primitive communities far removed from its places of origin. Anyone 
accepting salt in payment for his goods and services is safe in assuming 
that he is able to buy with it practically anything that is for sale. Salt 
becomes a medium of exchange as a result of its scarcity value. There 
are many similar instances most of them by far concern the mone- 
tary choice of objects imported from a community with a more advanced 
civilization. Brass rods, cloth, gin in various parts of Africa became 
currencies because they were subject to a strong non-monetary demand 
which could only be met by import, and because, for this reason, these 
goods had a scarcity value. 

According to Bucher, all primitive money originated in this way. He 
refuses to admit that it could possibly have originated in any other way. 
“Now with regard to money” he writes, “How much has been written 
and enquired about the many species of money among primitive peoples , 
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and yet , how simple the explanation of their origin. The money of each 
tribe is that trading commodity which it does not itself produce but which 
it regularly acquires from other tribes by way of exchange. For such an 
article naturally becomes for it a universal medium of exchange for 
which it surrenders its wares. It is its measure of value according to 
which it values its property which would in no other way be made 
interchangeable. It is its wealth, for it cannot increase it at will. Fellow 
tribesmen soon come to employ it also for transferring value, because 
of its scarcity it is equally welcome to all. Thus is explained what our 
travellers have frequently observed that in each tribe, and often indeed 
from village to village a different money is current .” 2 (Iialics are 
Bucher’s.) 

Bucher’s theory provides an outstanding example of that dogmatism 
and over-simplification that is encountered so frequently in the study of 
primitive money. Beyond doubt it contains a great deal that is accept- 
able. Relative scarcity is certainly one of the requirements of money 
which tends to secure its universal acceptance. In a very large number 
of instances the use of primitive currency undoubtedly developed on the 
lines indicated by Bucher. On the other hand, it is equally easy to find 
many instances to show that the rule laid down by Bucher with such 
uncompromising emphasis is by no means universally applicable. Had 
he been less dogmatic he could not have helped realizing that there are 
many instances in which monetary material is not selected from among 
imported goods but from among local products. It is indeed astonishing 
that an economic lustorian of his standing should have chosen to ignore 
obvious facts simply because they did not suit his favourite theory. It is 
impossible to take the charitable view that Biicher, in the course of his 
elaborate investigations into the economic systems of primitive com- 
munities, did not come across many instances contradicting his one- 
sided view. And apart from any factual evidence that must have come 
to his notice, it is inconceivable that he should have ignored the existence 
of an extensive literature on the subject elaborating the opposite extreme 
hypothesis — namely, that primitive communities always choose their 
own staple products as their currencies. 

The choice of imported currencies is explained by Schurtz on the 
ground of the desire of “vested interests” within the tribes to retain 
their strong position. “The more important money became, and the 
more social standing depended on its possession, the less was it appro- 
priate that it should be produced within the tribe. If everybody were in a 
position to manufacture money the position of the wealthy tribesmen 
and of the chiefs could easily be weakened and the social structure of 
the community disturbed .” 3 On the basis of these observations it seems 
that it would not always be correct to claim that money adopted with 
this object in view necessarily originated through foreign trade. In 

s Bucher, pp, 67-8 . 3 Schum, pp. 20-1. 
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many instances it was probably the desire to possess such money that 
led to the development of external trade. 

The third type of external money includes easily exportable staple 
products. There is ample evidence to show that staple products were 
chosen as primitive currency in a great many instances. Until compara- 
tively recently it was, m fact, the recognized classical view that com- 
munities at primitive stages of evolution chose, as a matter of course, 
their staple products for currency. It is a commonplace of textbooks on 
money that the currency of pastoral communities was livestock or its 
products; that of agricultural communities gram and other land pro- 
ducts; that of hunting communities skins and furs; that of fishing 
communities dried fish. It is to Bucher’s credit to have undermined the 
formerly implicit faith m tins one-sided view, even though he replaced 
it by one equally one-sided. 

There can be no doubt that many — though by no means all— com- 
munities in all periods chose their staple products for their currencies. 
A question of importance is whether such products were chosen because 
of home consumers’ demand or because of foreign demand. According 
to one theory the choice of a staple domestic product necessarily pre- 
supposes a steady foreign demand. This argument will be dealt with in 
greater detail in the next chapter dealing with the origin of money 
through internal trade. From our present point of view it is sufficient 
to observe that the existence of a persistent foreign demand for the 
product in question undoubtedly facilitates its monetary use within the 
producer community. Various objects would not have been adopted in 
many instances for monetary use had it not been for the existence of 
an external demand. While a staple product which is also a staple 
article of consumption within the producer community may become 
currency even in the absence of export, if the output is far in excess of 
normal domestic needs then the existence of an external outlet for the 
surplus is unquestionably helpful towards its monetary use. 

Even if a staple product is also the staple article of consumption, the 
existence of an elastic market to absorb the surplus greatly facilitates 
the monetary use of that article. Everybody accepts it because there can 
be no doubt about the possibility of using it for purchases, whether at 
home or abroad. Moreover, the existence of a steady foreign market 
tends to reduce fluctuations in the value of the product concerned due 
to variations in the local supply. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to 
generalize and claim that only those staple products which have an 
external market are suitable for monetary use, or that their monetary 
adoption is necessarily primarily due to the demand for export pur- 
poses. This theory, like Bucher’s, contains part of the truth and con- 
tributes usefully to the theory of the development of money without, 
however, supplying a complete explanation, 

The fourth type of “external” currency includes the objects which 
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arc accepted in payment abroad not because the importing community 
wants to consume them, but because it is m a position to re-export them. 
A community may accept in payment for its exports an object for which 
it has no non-monetary use at home, but which is freely accepted by 
other communities for monetary or non-monetary purposes. There are 
several instances of such “international” primitive currencies. There 
is, for example, the mat currency of Micronesia, or the diwara in the 
Bismarck Archipelago, or the wampum among a large number of North 
American Indian tribes. Some of such “inter national” currencies serve 
only the purpose of foreign trade; for the requirements of home trade 
theie are different currencies. On the other hand, there are also instances 
of the use of the same currency for both home and foreign trade. 
And it is, to say the least, conceivable that such a currency was adopted 
for internal requirements as a result of its use for international 
requirements. 

It is equally possible that an imported object is adopted for internal 
monetary purposes by the importing community because it can easily 
be re-exported to meet non-monetary requirements. In many known 
instances primitive communities play systematically the part of the 
intermediary between two other communities. They accept certain 
articles in payment for their goods, not because they need those articles 
for their own non-monetary requirements, but because they can depend 
on being able to exchange them for goods they want to import from 
other communities. If the objects in question enjoy a high degree of 
acceptability abroad, the chances are that they come to assume 
monetary functions also internally. 

There are many instances of the replacement of a primitive currency 
by a more advanced form of currency as a result of foreign trade and 
contact with the outside world. Beyond doubt, trade with other com- 
munities played a very important part in the origin and development of 
money — though not so all-important as many authors would hke us to 
believe. 


CHAPTER 9 

ORIGIN THROUGH INTERNAL TRADE 

There is a strong tendency in modem economic literature, due to the 
influence of free trade doctrines, to underrate the relative importance 
of home trade compared with foreign trade. This tendency is evident 
also in writings on primitive trade. We discussed in the last chapter the 
widespread conception that external trade necessarily preceded internal 
trade, and that for a long time the latter was far too insignificant 
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to give rise to the use of currency. If by “trade” we mean a systematic 
commercial exchange of goods on a relatively large scale by a class of 
professional traders, then the assumption is probably largely correct. 
If, however, we include also the non-professional bartering of goods 
between individuals and households producing them and those con- 
suming them, then in all probability the volume of home trade has 
always been much larger than that of foreign trade. 

The question is, can non-professional barter between producers and 
consumers give rise to currency? Or was it only professional barter that 
tended to produce such a result? Professional traders were of course 
better qualified for initiating the use of currency than individuals 
engaging in an occasional barter transaction. On the other hand, the 
need for developing a monetary system was not so strong in pro- 
fessional traders in primitive communities at an early stage of develop- 
ment, since they were in a better position than private individuals to 
engage in pure barter and to overcome its inconveniences, while bene- 
fiting by its advantages. Indeed, in recent tunes those engaged pro- 
fessionally in barter transactions were often opposed to the introduction 
of money in African primitive communities, on the ground that under a 
barter system they stood to make a profit both ways. The trader is 
certainly better placed than the private individual for the disposal of 
goods received in barter. It is possible to imagine, therefore, that in the 
majority of instances money may have originated through the needs of 
non-professional trade rather than through that of the professional 
trade. If we accept this view then it would appear possible and even 
probable that, more often than not, when money originated through 
trade it was through home rather than through foreign trade. 

In the last chapter reference was made to the theory according to 
which the staple product of a community could not serve as its currency 
unless there were a steady demand for it for export. This need not be so, 
however, if the product in question were also a staple article of con- 
sumption. There is bound to be a strong and steady demand for such 
articles within the community, and the existence of that demand alone 
should be sufficient to secure for the product in question general 
acceptability in payment for goods and services of every kind. Thus in 
wheat-growing communities wheat is the staple product of consumption 
and this is the reason why it often assumes the functions of primitive 
currency. Those who have something to sell accept wheat in payment 
even in excess of their own needs, because they know that there will 
be no difficulty in finding someone to accept their wheat in payment for 
purchases, The position is the same for rice in communities where it is 
the staple article of consumption, and for other land products. Systema- 
tic home consumption of animals and their products, of clothing, tools, 
utensils, weapons and ornaments also appears to be a suitable basis for 
the selection of these articles as local currencies. 
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It is important to consider the question as to what extent home con- 
sumption is capable of absorbing the home production. It is generally 
argued that unless the whole output can be absorbed at home there is 
always a danger of a depreciation of the object chosen as currency, 
owing to the existence of a growing unwanted surplus. In reality, 
primitive communities have more than one way of neutralizing such 
surpluses. They can be partly absorbed by sacrificial requirements, or 
through the accumulation of large stocks by tribal authorities, or 
through their use as a store of value by private individuals. Large 
quantities are usually destroyed or consumed on occasions of festivities, 
or are burned or buried with the dead. Nature prevents an unlimited 
increase of stocks of perishable goods. There is much wastage of cloth- 
ing, utensils, etc., through wear and tear. Much primitive money is 
buried for safe keeping and is never found. On the other hand, it must 
also be borne in mind that the certainty of being able to dispose of large 
quantities of the monetary object is bound to tend towards an increase 
m production. That increase may assume such proportions as to 
exceed the absorbing capacity of the community. 

It does not necessarily follow, however, that the quantity of an object, 
merely because it is home-produced, can be increased to an unlimited 
extent. Very often there are physical limitations, such as inadequacy of 
its supply, or the difficulty of making it available. The cost of production 
may also become a limiting factor, since as soon as the increase of the 
quantity of the primitive currency has brought about its depreciation 
beyond a certain point its further production ceases to be profitable. 
Or, in communities where prices are too rigid to adapt themselves to 
supply and demand, once the goods available for sale are absorbed by 
possessors of primitive money, further addition to the monetary supply 
ceases to be worth while. 

There are instances in which the purely internal character of the 
primitive money is quite obvious. Cattle, which is the principal currency 
of the Ankole of Uganda, can only circulate within the tribe. It is not 
allowed to leave the tribe except in extreme emergency. This practice 
prevails to a larger or lesser extent throughout the parts of East Africa 
and South Africa where cattle constitutes the main primitive currency. 
It is open to question, however, whether cattle assumed that role 
through having been a medium of barter, or whether its use for religious 
and political payments and for bride money preceded its use in home 
trade. 

Other known instances of currencies which developed for the require- 
ments of home trade and which did not owe their acceptability to any 
demand for export include the iron currency of Sparta and the scrap 
copper currency of Ancient Italy and Sicily and of early Rome. There 
were also highly perishable foodstuffs (which did not become exportable 
until modern times), such as butter, eggs, cheese, etc., which served as 
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media of exchange in various communities, within the limitations im- 
posed on their monetary use by their perishable character. Finally, 
many home-produced objects serving as ornaments became a medium 
of exchange, even though, owing to the difference in taste determining 
the choice of ornaments, they were not exportable. 

From the foregoing it appears that m a by no means negligible pro- 
portion of instances an object produced locally was chosen for mone- 
tary purposes even in the complete absence of any demand for export. 
It is, therefore, evidently incorrect to claim that a home-produced object 
can only become a currency if it constitutes a staple export. Admittedly 
the possibility of unloading the surplus outside the community tends to 
increase the acceptability of a medium of barter. But demand for export 
is by no means the only possible steadying influence, nor even necessa- 
rily the best possible steadying influence. If an object that serves as a 
medium of barter becomes a generally employed store of value this in 
itself secures for it an almost unlimited demand; for there is virtually 
no limit to the desire to accumulate wealth. The accumulation of cattle 
as a store of value is only limited by grazing facilities and water supply. 
The accumulation of furs is only limited by storage facilities. The 
accumulation of grain is only limited by the extent to which the reserve 
can be turned over to safeguard it from deterioration; thus the supply 
must not exceed the yield of so many years of crops. 

If in addition to the domestic demand for the purposes of store of 
wealth we allow for the domestic demand for religious and political 
purposes and for bride money, then it is evident that internal demand 
for an object is fully capable of ensuring a sufficient degree of accepta- 
bility to make possible its choice for monetary purposes. 


CHAPTER 10 

THE STANDARD OF VALUE THEORY 

In the last three chapters we have been dealing with the origin of 
media of exchange through barter. There is, however, another way in 
which barter has contributed towards the origin of money, namely, by 
giving rise to the use of a standard of value. Most economists agree that 
medium of exchange and standard of value are the most important 
monetary functions. Indeed, most economists hold the view that they 
are the only fundamental functions and that all other functions arise 
either from one or from the other. Where they disagree is on the question 
which of the two is more important and which of them preceded the 
other. In this respect the controversy is to some extent identical with the 
conflict between the materialist and the nominalist conception of money. 
Most of those who believe that money must have intrinsic value natur- 
ally attach more importance to its medium of exchange function than to 
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its standard of value function and believe that money must have origi- 
nated through the former function, 

Helfferich, being a leading exponent of the 20th century German 
materialist monetaiy school, stated that the function of the standard of 
value derived from that of the medium of exchange without any question 
of reciprocity arising. 1 It is not apparent to him how any object, merely 
by reason of serving as a measure of value, should be clothed with the 
function of acting as a medium of exchange. He accuses those who hold 
the opposite view of putting the cart before the horse. Menger goes even 
further. He thinks that money has only one fundamental function — 
that of the medium of exchange, and that its function of standard of 
value developed from its function of medium of exchange. 2 On the other 
hand, Keynes, being a leading exponent of the nominalist school which 
regards money primarily as a unit of account, attaches more importance 
to its standard of value function, stating that in itself the use of a mere 
medium of exchange would hardly have made us emerge from the phase 
of barter. 3 He believes that real money comes into existence only when it 
becomes “money of account.” 

Although as a general rule the materialist school supports whole- 
heartedly the medium of exchange theory of the origin of money a few 
of its members endorsed the standard of value theory. Thus Laughlin, a 
leading monetary materialist, stated that as soon as two or three articles 
entered the field of exchange, reference to a common denominator 
became imperative. “So natural is this operation of the human mind,” 
he said, “that the evolution of the standard concept must have preceded 
the concept of the medium of exchange. In fact, the whole history of 
money seems to show the existence of a tendency to use as a medium of 
exchange the article first chosen as a standard of value.” 4 No nominalist 
could have put the case for the standard of value theory more forcefully. 
Another prominent member of the “hard money school,” Gregory, 
takes a similar line. “The difficulties of pure barter,” he writes, “were 
first overcome by the expression of values m terms of some common 
prized object before that object or any other object served as a medium 
of exchange, and the qualities which fitted the commodity to serve as a 
common denominator of values would not necessarily fit it to serve as a 
given medium of exchange.” 5 

According to the standard of value theory of the origin of money, 
it is difficult to see how the medium of exchange could possibly have 
preceded in chronological order the standard of value, considering 
that the use of a medium of exchange necessarily implies the use of a 

TOelffench, Yol. i, pp. 329-30 

2 Menger, p. 94. 

3 J. M. Keynes, A Ti eatise on Money (London, 1930), Yol. I, p. 1. 

4 Laughlm, p. 7, 

S T, E. Gregory, Money , Encyclopedia of Social Sciences (New York, 1933), 
Vol. x, p, 603. 
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standard of value. If an object comes to be used systematically as an 
intermediary in the exchange of goods and services, by its function 
its use implies consciously or otherwise the expression of prices in terms 
of the object concerned. It fulfils, therefore, the function of the standard 
of value. On the other hand, the use of a standard of value evidently 
does not necessarily imply the use of a medium of exchange. Indeed, as 
Gregory rightly pointed out, the need for a common denominator to 
facilitate barter must have been felt long before the increase in the 
volume and diversity of goods made the use of a medium of exchange 
imperative. 

So long as there were fixed exchange parities between the principal 
objects bartered against each other systematically, there was no impera- 
tive need for a standard of value. With the diversification of products, 
services and requirements, however, the tariffs of fixed parities tended 
to become too involved, and the use of some common unit of account 
became increasingly necessary. There was a tendency to fix ratios in 
one particular unit or in several units convertible to each other on the 
basis of fixed parities. Thus in Iceland during the 14th century there 
existed an elaborate tariff of fixed prices expressed in terms of stockfish 
on the basis of which all barter transactions were effected. 

In communities where barter was based on free bargaining the need 
for a common denominator must have made itself felt at a relatively 
early stage. It seems probable that, in many instances, long before 
primitive man felt impelled to accept for his goods or services an object 
he did not require for his direct needs, he must have come to be induced 
to value goods and services in terms of some fairly widely used object. 
This view is contested by Meager who believes that at a primitive stage 
a common denominator was not necessary because primitive barter 
was not done for the sake of obtaining equal value, but for the sake of 
securing what was needed in return for what was in superfluity. 0 He may 
be right so far as the very early phases are concerned. But then at such 
early phases the medium of exchange was equally unnecessary. The 
turnover of goods consisted at that stage largely of exchanges of presents. 
Once the stage was reached at which the exchange of goods and services 
became a matter of bargaining, the sense of value of primitive man must 
have developed sufficiently to try to secure goods sufficiently valuable 
to make it worth his while to part with his own goods. It is true there is 
a biblical instance of the sale by Esau of his birthright for a mess of 
pottage. There are more recent instances in the experience of travellers 
in backward countries who have found that savages are prepared to 
give away valuable ivory, gold or precious stones in return for worthless 
trinkets. But communities which are at that stage do not as a rule use 
a medium of exchange any more than they use a standard of value. 


fl Menger, p. 62, 
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Menger admits that standards of value may have been employed by 
primitive communities before the adoption of a medium of exchange, 
though not for the requirements of trade. According to him they were 
employed even before the development of barter, for the purpose of 
valuing wealth which required the use of a common denominator . 7 We 
propose to return to this point later when dealing with the non-com- 
mercial origin of the standard of value function of money. 

In a large number of instances the units serving as a standard of value 
could not possibly have been used as media of exchange, for the simple 
reason that they were merely ideal units without any concrete existence. 
Admittedly it is possible that in the remote past those abstract units 
were represented by concrete objects serving as media of exchange. It 
is, to say the least, conceivable that some units of account at any rate 
were purely imaginary from the outset. 

What seems much more likely is that many objects with real existence 
were chosen as units of account to facilitate barter, not because they 
had acted as media of exchange or even as media of barter, but for 
non-commercial reasons. We have already referred to the possibility 
of the origin of the standard of value through its use for the valuing of 
wealth. Even Menger recognizes that this stage may have been reached 
long before there was any barter, and therefore decidedly before there 
could be any question of adopting any medium of exchange. Wealth 
was accumulated from a very early stage of evolution, with the aid of 
various forms of stores of value. Human nature being what it is, there 
must always have been a natural desire to compare the size of the wealth 
of one chief against that of another chief. Unless they kept their wealth 
in precisely the same form there could be no comparison without the 
use of some form of common denominator in terms of which the various 
forms of wealth could be expressed for the sake of comparison. Among 
pastoral races, for instance, all possessions were expressed in terms of 
oxen, sheep, camels, etc. It stands to reason that when in subsequent 
stages these races began to feel the need for a unit of account to facilitate 
barter they used the same unit previously adopted for the valuation of 
wealth, and that when the growing volume of barter and its increasing 
complexity gave rise to the necessity for a medium of exchange there 
was a tendency to choose the same animal for that purpose. In this way 
a medium of exchange may have originated through the function of the 
standard of value. It seems reasonable to assume that in many instances 
the use of a standard of value for the sole purpose of comparing wealth 
preceded its commercial use for the purpose of facilitating barter. It is 
also conceivable, however, that some units which were used for com- 
paring wealth never came to be used for facilitating barter. 

Beyond doubt the adoption of a standard of value must have been 


7 Menger, p. 67. 
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hampered at an early stage by the lack of an arithmetical faculty in 
savages. It may be easier to swap goods against a concrete medium of 
exchange than to reckon in terms of an abstract unit of account. 

Allowing for all considerations, on balance it seems probable that 
more often than not the standard of value preceded the medium of 
exchange. This in itself should not in any way prejudice opinions on 
the question whether the one function is more important than the other. 
Precedence in chronological order does not necessarily determine the 
order of importance. 


CHAPTER 11 

THE STORE OF VALUE THEORY 

While economists are engaged in a controversy on the question whether 
the function of money as a medium of exchange preceded its functions 
as a standard of value, they are inclined to overlook or under-rate the 
claim of the store of value function. This is probably due to the fact that 
an object that is used as a store of value cannot, by that reason alone, 
be considered as money. It need not necessarily be suitable even 
subsequently to assume the role of money; many non-monetary objects 
which are capable of fulfilling the function of a store of value are pre- 
cluded by their nature from assuming that role. Nevertheless, the part 
played by the store of value in the origin of primitive money deserves 
attention. 

Jevons was among the few economists who realized the full signifi- 
cance of the store of value function of money and the possibility that 
chronologically it may have preceded the other monetary functions. 
“The use of esteemed articles as a medium for conserving value may in 
some cases precede their employment as currency, 4 ’ he writes. “Histori- 
cally speaking, such a generally esteemed substance as gold seems to 
have served firstly as a commodity valuable for ornamental purposes; 
secondly as store of wealth; thirdly as medium of exchange, and lastly 
as a measure of value.” 1 He quotes instances for the use of gold in the 
Homeric period as a store of value and points out that it was not until 
a later period that it replaced oxen as a common measure of value. His 
observations convey the impression that he considered it essential for 
an article to be used for ornamental purposes before it could become a 
store of value. This is by no means necessarily so. Goods such as wheat, 
oxen, smoked fibre mats, etc., were used as a store of value even though 
they could not be described as ornamental. 

Menger, although a leading exponent of the medium of barter theory 
of the origin of money, admitted that hoarding must have preceded 
x Jevons, p, 16. » 
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barter. Even in self-sufficient household economies certain goods were 
hoarded; their possession was valued for possession’s sake, or for the 
prestige it conferred on its owner. Subsequently, according to Menger, 
these goods came to be used for unilateral payments, and in due course 
they became media of barter and media of exchange . 2 This sequence of 
the phases of evolution is supported by ethnological evidence. Many 
African chiefs accumulated ivory even before it became a medium of 
exchange following on the appearance of European traders on the 
scene . 3 

A detailed examination of the origin of money through its function 
as a store of value is provided by Rist: “Money has a third function,” 
he writes after dealing with its functions as a medium of exchange and a 
standard of value, “the most important of all, which is probably the 
origin of its other functions — that of serving as store of value, as an 
insurance against the uncertainties of the future .” 4 He quotes in support 
of his assumption a remark by Keynes: “The importance of money 
essentially flows from its being a link between the present and the 
future .” 6 

Rist rightly points out that when money loses its capacity to serve as 
a store of value— the day paper money begins to depreciate at a rapid 
pace — it becomes less suitable for acting as a medium of exchange, 
even though it does not altogether lose its capacity of serving that 
purpose . 8 After both World Wars people in various countries reverted 
largely to barter, or to the use of primitive money, because their paper 
money ceased to be suitable to fulfil the function of store of value. 
Holders of goods were reluctant to accept notes even for a few hours 
and preferred to employ as a medium of exchange goods capable of 
playing the part of a store of value. 

Although Rist’s remarks concern exclusively modern money, there is 
no reason why they should not be applied also to primitive money. It 
seems that Rist realizes, and possibly even exaggerates, the importance 
of the store of value functions of money and the historical precedence 
of that function. He makes it quite clear that an object cannot satis- 
factorily fulfil the function of a medium of exchange unless the recipients 
' are prepared to hold it temporarily at any rate in its capacity of a store 
of value. There are, it is true, primitive currencies which, owing to their 
perishable nature, are accepted not because they are stores of value but 
because there is a possibility of their direct consumption by the 
recipient if he should be unable to use them in payment to others before 
they begin to deteriorate. The predominant majority of primitive 

2 Menger, p. 55. 
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currencies, however, is suitable for use at least as a temporary store of 
value. 

This does not necessarily mean, however, that the function of store 
of value is always the oiigin of its othei functions. Beyond doubt in a 
great many instances money originated in the widespread adoption of a 
certain object as a store of value. The fact that an object serves that 
purpose materially increases the possibility of inducing selleis of goods 
and services to accept it in payment even if they have no direct use for 
it, because they can be assured of realizing their holdings without 
difficulty. The practice of accumulating large stocks of goods serving 
as a store of value greatly facilitates their acceptability in commercial 
transactions. Indeed, since a time-lag must necessarily elapse between 
the acceptance of money in payment and its subsequent use in payment, 
be it only a few days, or a few hours, or even a few minutes, m that 
broad sense Rist is right in claiming that every medium of exchange 
must be also a store of value. During the second World War the depre- 
ciation of the Chinese paper money assumed such proportions that 
sellers of goods were unwilling to keep it as a store of value even for the 
briefest possible period. The Chinese peasant, having disposed of his 
products in the market, promptly re-invested the day’s takings into 
cigarettes which he would re-sell next day, or even on the same day, 
when he wanted to spend the proceeds of his sales It was because 
cigarettes were thus able to serve as a store of value that they also came 
to be considered to be more suitable than paper money for serving as a 
medium of exchange and a standard of value. 

As we pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, the mere fact that 
an object serves as a store of value does not in itself qualify it for serving 
as a currency. Unless the object in question conforms to a certain 
standard of uniformity it is not suitable for monetary functions. We 
have already dealt with this point in Chapter I in discussing the defini- 
tion of money. Jewels or objects of art may well serve as store of value 
but can never assume the character of money owing to their lack of 
uniformity and the impossibility of valuing them solely according to 
their weight or size. The largest stones of Yap, or the highest values 
among the beads of Pelew or the shells of Rossel may serve as stores of 
value, but could not act as currencies. In Nicobar silver-plated spoons 
and forks are the most highly valued possessions of the natives who 
invest most of their savings in such objects. Owing to this, the spoons 
and forks are the principal store of value in that community. But they 
are not currency; that part is played by coconuts. Likewise in Ashanti, 
the highly valuable aggri beads were until recently a favourite store of 
value, but they did not play the part either of a medium of exchange or 
of a standard of value. 

Objects can fufil the function of standard of value without necessa- 
rily being a store of value. In many instances the function of standard of 
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value must have preceded that of store of value. In fact, there were 
instances where an “ideal” unit which could not possibly have fulfilled 
the function of store of value, was used as a standard of value. On the 
other hand, there were instances in which the object serving as a store 
of value was selected to fulfil the function of standard of value even 
though it was not used as a medium of exchange. This was the case with 
the ox unit in the Homeric period. 

It would be dogmatic to assume the precedence of the function of 
store of value over that of medium of exchange; indeed, it is never 
easy to ascertain which function was the cause and winch was the effect. 
In many cases an object may have become a store of value because of 
its use as a medium of exchange. Possibly in some instances the function 
of medium of exchange and store of value developed simultaneously 
and assisted each other reciprocally. On the other hand, in many 
instances it is reasonable to assume that the store of value function 
preceded that of the medium of exchange. 

Circumstances resulting in the choice of an object as a store of value 
might, in given circumstances, work actually against its choice as a 
medium of exchange. For example, in many East African communities 
cattle constitutes the principal store of value. But, precisely because 
cattle are valued so high, their owners are utterly reluctant to part with 
them. As a result, while cattle may be a standard of value in spite of 
this attitude they often cannot adequately fulfil the functions of a 
medium of exchange, because they do not circulate freely enough. 

Even in instances when the monetary use of an object has originated 
in its use as a store of value it is necessary to examine whether such use 
has not in turn originated in its use for religious sacrifices, political 
payments, ornamental use, ceremonial functions, or bride money. This 
question will be dealt with in subsequent chapters which will show that 
objects which are used for such purposes are apt to be hoarded in order 
to have them handy to meet future requirements, anticipated or unfore- 
seen. It is conceivable, however, that the religious, political or matri- 
monial use of certain means of payment led in some instances to their 
use as media of exchange or standards of value without their necessarily 
passing through the intermediate stage of a store of value. 

Notwithstanding the limitations of the store of value theory of the 
origin of money, it undoubtedly contains a large part of the truth, and 
it is indispensable for an understanding of the evolution of money. Rist 
may have exaggerated when he says that the circulatory function of 
money implies the function of store of value, “the two being as insepar- 
able as the obverse and reverse of a medal .” 7 Nevertheless, it is essential 
to realize that the store of value function is of first-rate importance 
among the causes leading to the adoption of money. 


7 Rist, p. 329. 



CHAPTER 12 


ORIGIN FROM STANDARD OF DEFERRED PAYMENTS 

Deferred payments played an important part in the life of primitive 
communities from a very early stage. As was pointed out in an earlier 
chapter, the conception of Hildebrand according to which there were 
three stages of evolution, natural economy, money economy and credit 
economy, is entirely false. Credit existed on a fairly extensive scale long 
before the stage of money economy was reached. There are many 
ethnological instances of credit m kind in communities where no 
trace of any medium of exchange or even standard of value could be 
discovered. 

The cause of the development of deferred payments during the 
pre-monetary phase are as follows : — 

1. Discrepancies in the value of the goods or services bartered. It is 
not always possible to return immediately for the objects received 
objects of approximately equal value, and often the difference has to be 
delivered at some future date. Such deferred deliveries constitute loans 
in kind. The possibility of such transactions must have gone a long way 
towards making the system of barter workable, notwithstanding the 
inevitable discrepancies in the value of objects bartered. To return to 
J, S, Mill’s much-quoted imaginary instance, it enables tailors and 
bakers to engage in barter, even though no tailor can possibly consume 
at once all the loaves given in exchange for a coat, 

2. Deferred deliveries due to natural conditions. Sowing seed was 
often lent in agricultural communities and was repayable out of the 
next crop. Blacksmiths and other artisans were paid after harvest. Food 
was lent between crops. Hunters and fishers borrowed goods and repaid 
them when the result of their activities enabled them to do so. 

3. Loans were granted to enable the borrower to pay ransom fines, 
tribute, blood money, bride money, etc. 

4. Rents were fixed in kind in advance for long periods. 

5. Loans in kind may have been granted for trading purposes. 

Even during the most primitive phase of barter when the exchange of 

goods assumed the form of reciprocal presents or services, there was 
often a discrepancy between the time of making the original payment or 
rendering the original service and reciprocation. In a sense, it is therefore 
true to say that credit existed from the very earliest phases of economic 
activity, even before the evolution of barter proper. 

Nor were loans and credits the only forms of deferred liabilities in 
kind before the adoption of money. Land was rented during the pre- 
monetary stage. Liabilities arising from marriage payments were often 
deferred. Tribute was usually fixed for a long period ahead. 
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In all these instances repayment or payment was originally made in 
kind. From a very early stage primitive man must have realized the 
difficulties that were liable to arise from such a system. Debtors may 
have been prevented from making payment in the form stipulated by the 
terms of their contracts through the failure of the harvest, cattle diseases 
or inadequate yield from hunting or fishing. In such situations payment 
was only possible through acquiring the objects in question at the cost of 
exorbitant sacrifices, if indeed it was possible at all. The debtors were 
therefore liable to be placed at a grave disadvantage. According to the 
system prevailing in Babylonia and many other early civilizations, and 
also in many present-day primitive communities, the original loans were 
either interest free or bore a relatively low rate of interest, but in case of 
inability to pay on maturity the debtors were charged something like 
a hundred per cent interest. Postponement of payment through adverse 
contingencies was therefore apt to be ruinous to the debtors. Non- 
payment meant in most primitive communities the enslavement of the 
defaulter or of members of his family. The need for provisions by which 
to ease the task of repayment must have been therefore obvious at a 
very early stage. 

In many instances alternative means of payment were agreed upon 
between the debtor and creditor, either in advance or at any rate when 
the impossibility of discharging the liability in its original form became 
evident. From such agreements traditional alternative methods of pay- 
ment must have arisen. At a very early stage the tribal authority must 
have realized the necessity for adopting or regulating such systems of 
alternative payments; or possibly the practice in this respect developed 
so definitely that even in the absence of intervention by the primitive 
State authority it came to be applied universally in the community. 

Legislation in various States in the Ancient and Medieval Periods 
provides for such alternative payment of liabilities in kind. There are 
similar provisions in the tribal laws and customs of many present-day 
primitive communities. This in itself does not mean that the object in 
which creditors are obliged to accept payment necessarily constitutes 
a primitive money. Very often the acceptance of a large selection of 
objects for payment of deferred liabilities was made obligatory, and 
neither of them was therefore used sufficiently generally to justify us in 
regarding them as a standard of deferred payments. There must have 
been a tendency, however, towards a reduction in the number of primi- 
tive legal tenders in any given community, until eventually a single 
object, or a small number of objects, came to assume the role of stan- 
dards of deferred payment. In many instances this stage must have been 
achieved before a medium of exchange came into existence, indeed 
before even a standard of value was adopted for current trade trans- 
actions. In such instances money must have originated through its 
functions as a standard of deferred payments. 
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Several theoretical economists have realized the possibility of money 
originating through debts. Among others, Knapp, in his State Theory of 
Money postulated the existence of debts before the existence of money. 
His theory is not very useful for our present purpose. Since according 
to Knapp, money comes into existence by State legislation concerning 
the settlement of liabilities, it stands to reason that on the basis of his 
hypothesis debts had to precede money . 1 Knapp’s theory cannot, 
however, be quoted in support of the claim that money originated 
through its function of standard of deferred payments, except in the 
narrow sense in which Knapp himself defines money. 

The argument put forward by F. M. Taylor is more helpful from the 
point of view of tracing the origin of money in pre-monetary debts. 
'‘Some one money will become the standard money of debts and then 
take for itself also the place of standard money in prices. This follows 
because the standard means of payment is free to move while that of 
debts is not .” 3 There can be no doubt that it is much easier to switch 
over from one medium of exchange to another than from one standard 
of deferred payment to another. We saw in the Ethnological Section, 
especially in the part dealing with Africa, how primitive communities 
were in the habit of changing frequently their medium of exchange. On 
the other hand, since existing long-term liabilities are expressed in terms 
of the standard of deferred payments its change is necessarily an impor- 
tant and difficult matter and is usually either a very gradual process or 
is brought about by intervention of the primitive State authority. While 
this argument is concerned with changing from one existing monetary 
system to another, it may also apply to the adoption of a monetary 
system in moneyless communities. If a community possesses both a 
rudimentary standard of deferred payment and a popular medium of 
barter, there seems to be more likelihood of changing the latter to adapt 
it to the former than of changing the former to adapt it to the latter. 
Moreover, in all probability the State authority intervened to regulate 
the standard of deferred payments long before any intervention for 
fixing a medium of exchange came to be considered necessary. 

Another argument by Taylor in favour of the theory that medium of 
exchange may have been preceded in many instances by standard of 
deferred payments is that “voluntary acceptability is created by com- 
pulsory acceptability .” 3 This means that if by tradition or tribal 
legislation a certain object has been made compulsorily acceptable in 
payment of debts, members of the community concerned are likely to be 
willing to accept it voluntarily also in payment for goods and services. 
Compulsory acceptance does not only mean the adoption of a legal 
tender for debt repayment but also the adoption of means in which 

X G, F. Knapp, The State Theory of Money (London, 1924), passim, 

a F. M. Taylor, Chapters of Money (Michigan, 1906), p. 158. 

3 Taylor, p. 83. 
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political payments can be discharged. This aspect of the question will 
be dealt with in the chapter dealing with political payments. According 
to Ellis, it would be difficult to decide whether payments to the State or 
legal tender in private tiade is the more essential . 4 5 Beyond doubt, many 
authors were inclined to exaggerate the impoitance of legal tender in 
private payments and underrate the importance of political payments 
from the point of view of the evolution of money. There can be no 
doubt, howevei, that the adoption of a rule, whether through tradition 
or by deliberate tiibal legislation that a certain object must be accepted 
in discharge of debts went a long way towards qualifying that object for 
subsequent adoption as a medium of exchange. 

Among the contributions of theoretical economists to the question 
whether money may have originated through its function of standard of 
deferred payments, that of Hawtrcy deserves particular attention. In 
Chapter I of his Currency and Credit, entitled “Credit without Money,” 
he argues that money is not the only alternative to barter. He puts for- 
ward the tentative suggestion that a society might have existed without 
the use of money provided that it was possible to buy and sell against 
debts. “Goods are brought to market and exchanged,” he writes, “but 
even though there is no medium of exchange it does not follow that they 
must be bartered directly for one another. If a man sells a ton of coal 
to another, this will create a debt from the buyer to the seller. But the 
buyer will have been himself a seller to someone else and the seller will 
have been himself also a buyer. The dealers in the market can meet 
together and set off their debts and credits. But for this purpose the 
debts and credits which represent the purchase and sale of a variety of 
goods must be reduced to some common measure. In fact, a unit for the 
measurement of debts is indispensable .” 6 Needless to say, this is a purely 
hypothetical situation, and Mr. Hawtrey is careful to make it plain that 
he does not claim it to be anything else. He does not present it as Iris 
theory of the origin of money but merely as an imaginary system to 
illustrate the theoretical possibility of money having originated in some 
such way. This is in accordance with his definition of money as the 
means for the settlement of debts. While Hawtrey ’s hypothesis deals 
with a rather advanced imaginary community, it nevertheless indicates 
the theoretical possibility of the existence of a premonetary system 
under which the difficulties of barter are overcome by the development 
of credit before the development of currency. 

Such theoretical confirmation of the possibility that money had 
originated through its use as a standard of deferred payments as has 
been provided by Hawtrey, Taylor and Ellis is useful owing to the 
impossibility of securing adequate historical or ethnological evidence on 

4 Howard S. Ellis, p. 33. 

5 Hawtrey, p, 2. 
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this point. The only kind of ethnological evidence we can put forward is 
that in primitive communities such as the Banks Islands, for instance, 
there is a primitive currency which is used very extensively as a standard 
of deferred payments and much less extensively as a medium of ex- 
change. It seems reasonable to presume that the latter use was largely 
due to its adoption as a standard of deferred payment in the first 
instance. 

In many other instances, on the other hand, the chronological order 
may have been reversed, and objects which were first adopted as media 
of exchange came subsequently to be adopted as standards of deferred 
payments. It is also certain that in many instances the objects which 
were first adopted for political or other unilateral payments came to be 
used subsequently for debt payments. It seems probable, however, that 
in a fair proportion of instances at any rate money originated through 
the role it played as a standard of deferred commercial payments, 

CHAPTER 13 

ORIGIN THROUGH ORNAMENTAL AND CEREMONIAL FUNCTIONS 

Ornamental requirements must have played a very important part in 
the origin of money. Indeed, there is reason to believe that shells, which 
were among the earliest currencies in many parts of the world, served 
as ornaments before they were put to monetary use. The idea that, owing 
to his extreme poverty, primitive man could only afford to use as 
currency objects that were capable of being turned to practical use in 
satisfaction of primary requirements, is entirely false. Even in our 
society, man does not as a rule satisfy his needs in the strict order of 
their importance. Very often even the poorest is inclined to do without 
some necessity in order to satisfy a craving for some luxury. It does not 
seem reasonable, therefore, to assume that primitive man is an essen- 
tially rational human being who is fully aware of the correct order in 
which he ought to meet his needs, and who, on the basis of this know- 
ledge, always listens to the sober voice of reason in deciding which of 
his needs should be satisfied before the others out of the limited means 
at his disposal. Babelon is not far wrong in his delightfully French 
paradoxical remark that it is the superfluous which, by instinct, seems to 
man the most necessary. 

It is, therefore, conceivable that a primitive fishing community, 
instead of devoting all its time to fishing, might devote part of its time 
to collecting attractive-looking shells for ornamental use. In any case, 
shells could be collected without necessarily neglecting fishing, either by 
sacrificing hours of rest or recreation, or by collecting them when 
fishing is impossible, or by picking them up casually. Non-productive 
members of the community can also collect them. 
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Shells must first have been valued because of their ornamental use, 
and their comparative durability and uniformity made them suitable 
subsequently to undertake monetary functions. Steady demand for them 
for ornamental purposes must have subsequently made them acceptable 
as a medium of exchange. What is true of shells may be equally true of 
beads, feathers, ornamental articles of clothing, animal teeth, etc. It is 
probable that the use of precious metals as a store of value and medium 
of exchange originated through their ornamental use. 

There is indeed an impressive selection of arguments in favour of the 
ornamental origin of money. According to Helfferich, ornaments 
qualify for monetary use because there is no limit to the desire for 
accumulating them. Vanity, ostentation and the desire for decoration 
are never fully satisfied. Those possessing a surplus stock of necessities 
would, therefore, gladly exchange them for precious metals . 1 Laughlin 
pointed out that in the tropics where clothing is not the main want, and 
where it is easy to satisfy requirements of housing and food, ornaments 
appear as the most desired wealth . 2 

In early Communistic or semi-Communistic societies food and other 
necessities had to be shared. On the other hand, as Schurtz points out, 
ornaments were allowed to be individual possessions . 8 This accounts for 
the choice of whales’ teeth as the currency of Fiji where notions of 
private ownership are not established very firmly. Yet another con- 
sideration is that primitive man must endeavour to avoid at all cost 
acquiring the reputation of meanness. Social opinion forces him to 
distribute his possessions generously. One of the few forms in which he 
could hoard wealth without being accused of meanness is through the 
display of ornaments . 4 

The claim of the theory of the ornamental origin of money is evidently 
a strong one. It is, however, equally possible that objects which had 
become valued possessions because of their monetary use came to be 
regarded subsequently as attractive ornaments. This is certainly in 
accordance with the primitive desire to display wealth. One of the 
difficulties which colonizing powers have in inducing natives to appre- 
ciate the use of paper money and of banks is that notes cannot be worn 
as ornaments and bank balances are invisible. This difficulty could be 
mitigated if banks in primitive countries adopted the practice of issuing 
to the clients ornamental badges indicating the approximate amount of 
their deposits. 

Money and ornament was in earlier times— and still is in many back- 
ward communities — so completely identical that it is often difficult to 
form an opinion which preceded the other. Only a few hundred years 
ago the gold plates which adorned the dinner tables of England’s stately 

helfferich, Vol. I, p. 15. . a Laughlin, p. 11. ®Schurtz, p. 14. 

4 W, W. Carlile, Monetary Economics (London, 1912), p. 136. 
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homes were considered as monetary reserves and frequently used as 
such.* 

In addition to personal ornaments, objects used for decorative pur- 
poses were also apt to play a monetary part. Whether the stone money 
of Yap, the smoked mats of the New Hebrides, or the display of human 
or animal skulls in New Guinea, Borneo or Assam correspond to our 
ideas of the ornamental, they were certainly viewed as such by the com- 
munities concerned. They may have become a kind of curiency as a 
result of their ornamental use, or vice-versa . 

On the whole, it seems probable that in the majority of instances the 
ornamental use of various objects preceded their monetary use. This 
seems to be indicated by the adoption for monetary use of objects which, 
while themselves not particularly ornamental, symbolize similar objects 
of high ornamental or ceremonial value. This is the case with the small 
stones in Yap, the ordinary mats in Samoa, and the ordinary wampum 
among the North American Indians. The specially valuable pieces do 
not circulate as money, but the much larger number of ordinary speci- 
mens benefit by their reflected glory derived from the ornamental or 
sentimental value attached to the former. 

Ethnologists studying primitive communities in various parts of the 
world have given accounts of certain types of “currency” used solely for 
ceremonial purposes. They lay stress on the fact that these currencies— 
if they can be called currencies — are not exchanged against goods but 
are used for the sole purpose of ceremonial exchanges without any 
apparent economic benefit accruing to either part. The outstanding 
example of such ceremonial exchanges is the Kula on the Tobriand 
Islands described by Malinowski. He gives a detailed account of the 
journeys undertaken by the islanders for the purpose of exchanging 
shell ornaments for other kinds of shell ornaments purely as acts of 
friendship and courtesy. The shells thus exchanged eventually return to 
their original owners, and the only benefit derived from the series of 
transactions is increased prestige gained by the decorum with which the 
exchanges are effected. Some types of money on the Rossel Islands are 
also used for somewhat similar purposes. In Alor in the Dutch East 
Indies the exchange of drums proceeds similarly, even though drums are 
used also for bride money. Among North American Indians the pot- 
latch consists partly in the ceremonial exchange of copper plates while 
the more practical turnover in blankets is also largely ceremonial m 
character. 

In many communities it is difficult to draw the line between cere- 
monial and economic exchange. The factor of social prestige plays in 

6 A proclamation issued by Charles II in 1661 declared “ The nation had 
flourished for many hundreds of years, famous for her constant sterling standard 
and renowned for her plenteous stock of monies and magnificence of plate ” (Ruding, 
u* P- 3). There is no indication, however, that gold plates had been used as actual 
circulating media, though they must have been used as bullion in large transactions. 
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these exchanges at least as an important part as economic considerations. 
If an object is only used for the purpose of exchange in the course of 
ceremonial acts, then it performs no economic function. However, even 
though such objects are valued not because they can be used for the 
purchase of goods and services, but because of their ceremonial use and 
the social prestige their possession carries, sooner or later members of 
thfe community will come to consider it worth while to accept them in 
payment for goods and services. There must be many instances of 
ceremonial “money” developing into money proper. It is, of course, 
difficult to determine how ’ far the ceremonial use preceded the com- 
merciai use of such money. 


CHAPTER 14 
RELIGIOUS ORIGIN 

The importance of non-commercial factors in the origin of money 
cannot be sufficiently emphasized. In a great many primitive communi- 
ties trade in the form of systematic exchange of goods was for a long 
time of relatively small significance. This was partly because the early 
economic unit, the household, tended to be largely self-sufficient, and 
partly because the circulation of goods within the tribal economic unit 
was effected on the basis of participation in the pioceeds of economic 
activity in proportions determined by the tribal chief, or council of 
elders, or by tiadition. Even after the State had replaced the tribe as the 
economic unit in many instances an authoritarian system provided for 
the non-commercial distribution of goods in the form of rations. This 
was done in Ancient Egypt to a large extent. 

In his work Heiliges Geld , dealing with the religious aspect of the 
origin of money, Laum lays particular stress on the insignificance of 
trade in the Homeric period. He says that trade in those days assumed 
largely the form of the disposal of booty . 1 Slave trade, which was 
relatively active in primitive communities, consisted usually of the 
exchange of unwanted surplus captives against other goods. The reason 
why Laum lays stress on this point is because it forms part of his thesis 
that the ox monetary unit did not originate in trade but in religion. 

Among the non-commercial factors leading to the use of money the 
religious factor deserves undoubtedly special attention, if only because 
before Laum it was neglected almost completely by economists, and 
was not treated in accordance with its importance even by ethnologists . 3 
l Bemhaid Laum, Heiliges Geld (Tubingen, 1924), p. 13. 

2 There are a few exceptions. Carlile, for instance, observed that the intervention 
of the religious impulse was found to have brought with it a fresh stimulus to the 
“quasi-monetary use” of ornaments. Helfferich (p. 10) remarked that "the bringing 
of the money from distant parts accompanied with definite ceremonies, some sort 
of connection with the cult of the dead or belief in spirits — all these have frequently 
brought it about that semi-savage races clothed certain commodities, in themselves 
useless, with a mysterious dignity.” 



380 


THEORETICAL — THE ORIGIN OF MONEY 


Yet any student of the ethnology of Oceania and to a lesser degree of 
various regions in Asia, Africa and America, can hardly help being 
struck by the frequent association between primitive money and primi- 
tive religion. Students of ancient history, and even of medieval history, 
too, had ample opportunity to note the connection. 

The religious aspects of money may be summed up under the follow- 
ing headings: — 

1. Money may have originated in many instances through regular 
requirements for specific standardized objects for the purpose of 
sacrifices to deities. 

2. In many communities the creation of money is attributed to super- 
natural powers. 

3. In other communities the (admittedly) human producers of money 
have to observe certain religious rites or rules in executing their “sacred” 
task. 

4. Magic qualities attributed to certain objects have led to their 
adoption for monetary use. 

5. The use of certain objects in connection with religious purposes 
other than sacrifices, such as death rites, may have contributed towards 
their adoption for monetary use. 

6. The fixing of fines for breaking taboos, and of fees for performers 
of religious rites, gave rise to the need for a standardized unit. 

Laum’s theory about the origin of money through religious sacrifices 
came as a reaction against the materialistic conception which sought to 
explain the origin of money on pure utilitarian legal and commercial 
grounds. Until recently it was widely believed that primitive man was 
essentially utilitarian — in fact, he was supposed to be the ideal type of 
the “economic man,” that favourite creation of classical economists. 
As it was argued in an earlier chapter, nothing could be further from 
the truth. Recent ethnological research has revealed the fact that the 
savage k chiefly guided by non-economic considerations. Among these 
is the belief in, and fear of, supernatural forces, that is, a primitive form 
of religion, or magic, or superstition. This factor plays an overwhel- 
mingly important part in the life of primitive man, and for this reason 
religious requirements are in many instances apt to play a more impor- 
tant part in the origin of money than economic requirements. The 
evolution of the economic system in general was itself largely influenced 
by the religious factor. According to Eduard Hahn the evolution of 
pastoral economy, for instance, was largely due to sacrificial require- 
ments. Tribes in the hunting stage developed the habit of sacrificing 
captured animals; in order to be able to provide animals for that pur- 
pose at short notice, they adopted the practice of keeping large stocks 
of them. It was, according to Hahn, as a result of this practice that the 
formerly wild animals gradually became domesticated through their 
close, if originally enforced, association with man. 
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Every phase of the economic life of many savage communities is 
riddled with taboos and other religious rules. Regligion often plays a 
most important part in determining what to produce, when to produce 
it and how to produce it. Distribution is also largely affected by religious 
influences. As for consumption, the survival, right to our days, of food 
taboos among strict adherents of various religious creeds in our civilized 
generation should give us an idea of their strength in primitive communi- 
ties. It would be unnatural if of all economic institutions money had 
escaped the influence of the religious factor. And it is only natural that 
the religious factor should exercise its influence largely through the urge 
of primitive man to sacrifice to the supernatural beings he fears or 
worships. 

Laum has evolved the theory that the practice of making sacrifices 
to deity was to a large extent a form of barter between man and his 
gods. Sacrifices were made either in payment for blessings already 
received, or more often in anticipation of blessings requested, or in an 
effort to conciliate the offended gods. Consideration of prestige rein- 
forced the religious motive for sacrificing to the gods on a generous 
scale. In the New Hebrides, not only does social standing depend on 
the number of pigs sacrificed, but, it is firmly believed, even after death 
the rank of the departed in the spirit world is determined by it. Likewise 
in Scandinavian mythology the position of dead heroes in the Valhalla 
depended on the amount of gold they brought with them on their 
funeral pyres or in their graves . 3 Apparently in these and other primi- 
tive communities it was thought to be easier for a camel to go through 
the eye of a needle than for a poor man to enter the kingdom of heaven 
— or at any rate its more select sections. 

In many cases the god responsible for certain activities received in the 
form of sacrifice, the goods produced in his “department.” For instance, 
during the classical era, Demeter, the giver of grain, received grain 
sacrifices. But Laum himself admits that man only returned to god a 
small proportion of the goods received from him . 4 So there was no 
question of any barter between man and god — unless it is assumed that 
the difference between value received and given was made up in prayers 
and various forms of rites designed to please the deity who, on a strictly 
commercial basis, came second best out of the bargain. 

The economic importance of religious sacrifices lies in the fact that 
they create an almost unlimited demand for the surpluses in staple 
products of the communities concerned. In a primitive community 
which has no adequate external markets to absorb regularly its sur- 
pluses an unusually good crop would be almost as disastrous as the 
failure of the crop — but for the possibility of disposing of the unwanted 

s Sumner and Keller, The Science of Society (Vol. n, Chapter xvm). Quoted by 
Viljoen, p. 254. 

4 Laum, pp. 23-4. 
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surplus by making generous sacrifices to the gods. Otherwise the 
existence of excessive supplies, beyond any reasonable requirements for 
reserves, might upset the economic equilibrium. So when in years of 
excellent crops or of unusually large increase in the livestock the com- 
munity expressed its gratitude to the deity to whom the good result was 
attributed, in reality it unconsciously took measures to safeguard its 
economic stability. The difference between this practice and the burning 
of coffee, cotton, wheat, etc., under ‘Valorization schemes’ 5 in modern 
communities in order to prevent a fall of the price of their staple 
product, is merely one of form. Owing to the ever-present demand for 
sacrificial purposes — demand which conveniently increases when 
supplies become uncomfortably large — the general acceptability of the 
commodity-currency need not depend on foreign buying, even in 
communities where everybody produces more than enough of it for his 
present and future economic requirements. 

A point to which Laum attributes much importance is that the State 
authority in Ancient Greece and elsewhere laid down rules determining 
the precise quality of animals suitable for sacrifice and guaranteed tins 
quality, thereby providing early instances of State-guaranteed units of 
value. 5 What is more important than this rather far-fetched theory is 
that the Greek States were in the habit of making official sacrifices in 
addition to those made by private individuals, and the necessity for 
acquiring and maintaining livestock for that purpose created a steady 
demand for it. That demand alone could account for the adoption of 
oxen or other sacrificial objects as monetary units. Admittedly the 
determination of the quality of sacrificial animals must have contributed 
to some extent to the development of a unit of account. It was an early 
form in which an attempt was made towards the development of a 
standard unit under State authority. The reason why this was the 
starting point of the evolution of the unit of account was that oxen were 
not the only form in which sacrifices were made. Often they were made 
in the form of other animals or in various implements connected with 
sacrifice such as tripods, cauldrons, axes, sacrificial knives or spits. The 
value of these objects was reckoned in standard oxen. 6 This was so not 
only in Greece but also in Ancient India. 

Another piece of evidence quoted by Laum in support of his theory 
that religious sacrifice played a part in the development of the unit of 
account was that, to judge by Homer, the numbers of oxen quoted 
frequently as the value of various objects was often identical with the 
numbers of animals used for sacrifice. Thus the numbers of 100, 20, 12, 
9, 4, appear in the Iliad and in Odyssey as customary units of value, 
and 100, 12, 9, as the number of oxen sacrificed on various occasions. 7 

The next step, according to Laum’s theory of the evolution of money 


“Laum, p, 29. 


' 'Laum, pp. 59-61. 


7 Laum, pp. 17«8. 
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through religion, was the payment to priests performing sacrifices of fees 
in terms of oxen or their equivalent. He thinks that it was in this form 
that oxen were first used in payments between man and man. In Ancient 
India part of the fee for the performance of sacrifices, determined in 
terms of cattle, was paid in terms of other objects and it was for this 
purpose that equivalents of cattle in other goods had to be fixed. It was 
thus that cattle are supposed to have become a standard of value in 
India . 8 It was from this religious use that the practice of quoting prices 
in terms of cattle may have arisen. The tariffs of fees to those officiating 
at religious sacrifices are amongst the earliest documentary evidence 
concerning the existence of fixed means of payment. 

At a more advanced stage sacrifices of animals were replaced by 
donations to the gods, mamly in the form of metals. By this time, 
however, metals may have already assumed the role of a medium of 
exchange. In Argos a bundle of spits found in the excavation of the 
Heramm is assumed to have been used for currency before it was placed 
at the disposal of deity; in fact, the assumption is that it was so disposed 
of only after it ceased to be used for monetary purposes. 

One-sided and exaggerated as LaunTs theory is, it has served a very 
valuable purpose. His thesis, stated with force and with clarity, may be 
opposed but cannot be ignored. It would be possible to make out an 
even stronger case than that presented by Laum by basing his con- 
clusions on broader factual foundations. He purposely narrowed down 
the factual basis of his theory by ruling out all ethnological evidence on 
the ground that it would not be justified to judge the behaviour of 
advanced races at an early phase of their evolution by that of present- 
day backward races. While he is right in refusing to accept ethnolo- 
gical evidence as conclusive, he is wrong in rejecting it en bloc out of 
hand. It is fully as dogmatic to lay down the hard and fast rule that the 
early behaviour of the advanced races was different from that of present- 
day savages as to assume that it was identical. The happy middle course 
is to use ethnological evidence, subject to reservations, for the corro- 
boration of historical evidence instead of relying entirely on the latter. 

Had Laum adopted this view he could have quoted the instance of 
the pig currency of the New Hebrides, a highly developed primitive 
monetary system that owes its existence entirely to the sacrificial use 
of certain types of pigs. There the standard animal suitable to be 
sacrificed is strictly defined; its value is determined by a well-established 
scale. This, together with the steady demand for pigs for sacrificial 
purposes, has led to the development of the use of the sacrificial pigs as 
a store of value, medium of exchange, standard of value, and especially 
standard of deferred payments. And while it would be irreverent to the 
memory of the Homeric heroes to bracket them with the savages of 
Oceania, the fact that the latter had worked out an elaborate monetary 

*Laum, p, 61. 
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system on lines in accordance with Laum’s theory could well be used in 
support of the theory that at a much earlier pre-Homeric stage of the 
yEgean civilization monetary evolution proceeded on similar lines. 
After all, during the period described by Homer the system appears to 
have been well established and it may have taken a thousand years to 
reach that stage. In this connection it is worth mentioning that in parts 
of French Indo-China the primitive currencies used until comparatively 
recently by backward races were cattle, tripods and cauldrons, which is 
identical with the system that operated in the Homeric age; this fact 
also indicates the possibility of the Homeric system originating through 
sacrificial requirements. 

In various islands of the Pacific the primitive money in use is believed 
to be of supernatural origin. Thus in Pelew the high-valued units of the 
bead money are considered to be of divine origin; that is why man-made 
imitations are rejected . 0 On the Duke of York Island the diwar a shell- 
money is believed to have been created by the spirits. On Rossel Island 
the ndap money is claimed to have been created by the chief god. On 
Yap, even though most specimens of the famous stone money were 
known to have been produced and shipped by human beings, there is 
a legend that attributes the origin of that money to a mischievous god 
who introduced it in order to cause dissension. 

The fact that money is believed to be of divine origin does not in 
itself necessarily indicate, however, that it had originated in connection 
with sacrificial or other requirements. There is no such suggestion in 
connection with three of the four instances given above. Nevertheless, it 
indicates the presence of a strong religious element in the origin of 
money and its early use by primitive peoples. This is also indicated by 
the number of instances in which the production or collection of the 
monetary objects is subject to religious rules or has to be effected in 
connection with religious rites. On some of the Solomon Islands the 
hunting of porpoises for the purpose of producing tooth money is only 
permitted in connection with the death feasts of priests. In the Maldives 
in early days cowries were only allowed to be collected at certain phases 
of the moon. The men who produce in Lawongai the Tsera shell-money 
used in Lesu must be continent while engaged in that task. 

In many primitive communities money is looked upon with religious 
reverence. Throughout Melanesia red mats, shells, or feathers serving 
as currency are more valuable than the corresponding currencies of 
other colouring, because red is the sacred colour. In the Solomons the 
name of one type of shell-money is rongo which means “sacred.” The 
shell-money of the Gazelle Peninsula in New Britain is called tambu 
which is a variant of the well-known term taboo , meaning “sacred” or 

°Nevertheless, Kubary’s suggestion that the premium on the higher (and therefore 
more sacred) units of Pelew money is paid to reconcile the hurt feelings of the money, 
resenting the change of ownership, must not be taken too seriously. 
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“forbidden for religions reasons.” Likewise, in Fiji the sperm whale’s 
teeth serving as currency are called tambua , On the Solomons it is 
believed that the spirits of ancestors dwell on the packets of a hundred 
fathoms of shell-money deposited in sleeping houses. On Rossel certain 
of the high-valued units of the shell-money can only be handled in a 
crouching position. On parts of the Philippines the storehouse where 
rice money is kept is considered a sacred place and no woman is allowed 
to enter. Likewise, in many African communities where cattle serves as 
a currency women are not allowed to touch the beasts during periods of 
menstruation or pregnancy . 10 

In Uganda much of the tribal cattle that serves as a currency is 
believed to belong to a god who exercises his proprietary rights through 
his priests. In Angola the monetary use of a certain type of cotton cloth 
is known to have originated through its religious use as shrouds at 
funerals. The beaver, whose skin was at one time the principal currency 
in the northern half of North America, was regarded as a sacred animal; 
though admittedly in the case of some Indian tribes at any rate the 
monetary use of beaver skins can be traced to the commercial demand 
by European colonists. One of the reasons why wampum was valued 
so highly was that it was required for the funeral pyre of famous chiefs. 
The pieces of metals that circulated as money in Vedic times in Ancient 
India owed their use to the fact that payment to Brahmans for performing 
sacrifices were made in them. The signs these pieces bore were supposed 
to commemorate sacrifices. 

It also seems a reasonable assumption that cowries and precious 
metals were worn as amulets long before they were used as currencies , 11 
and their subsequent adoption as a store of value, means of unilateral 
payment and medium of exchange was in many instances largely 
influenced by their use as charms which created a steady demand for 
them. This may conceivably have been true of many other types of 
ornament-currencies . 

Beyond doubt, Laurn has rendered a great service by drawing atten- 
tion to the neglected religious aspect of the origin of money. But while 
in many instances he is probably right in claiming religious sacrifice as 
the origin of money, he is apt to overlook many other instances in which 
money developed through other factors. Primitive man had other 
requirements besides religious ones, and in many instances these and 
not religious requirements must have accounted for the adoption of 
money. Nor is it always easy to divorce the religious and worldly 
motives. Sayce is right in observing that “in primitive societies the dis- 
tinction between the religious and the secular is much less sharply 
drawn than it often appears to be among modem civilized peoples.” 1 * 

10 Schapera and Goodwin, p. 140. 

u Viljoen, p. 278. 

la R. U. Sayce, Primitive Arts and Crafts (Cambridge, 1933), p. 6. 

2 



386 


THEORETICAL — THE ORIGIN OF MONEY 


The evidence showing the connection between religion and primitive 
money at its earliest phases is, beyond doubt, conclusive. The possibility 
that in many instances money first arose through non-religious causes— 
commercial or non-commercial — and only became “sanctified” as a 
result of the prestige it achieved for very worldly considerations 
prior to its assumption of a holy character cannot, however, be ruled 
out. Even allowing for this possibility there is enough to be said m 
favour of the religious explanation of the origin of money to justify its 
acceptance as part of the theory of monetary evolution. It certainly 
contains part of the truth, but it must be studied in conjunction with 
other theories. 


CHAPTER 15 
POLITICAL ORIGIN 

The last chapter dealt with the important part played by religion in the 
evolution of money, through the desire it aroused in primitive man to 
earn the goodwill of supernatural powers by making sacrifices to them. 
It seems reasonable to assume that the .rudimentary political authority 
which already existed at the early stage also made demands on primitive 
man. It is probable that sacrifices were made even before the existence 
of any distinct political authority beyond the authority of the head of 
the family. The chances are, however, that by the time the sacrificial 
objects became sufficiently standardized to be able to assume a mone- 
tary character there must have been some kind of tribal authority 
in existence. And it stands to reason that, from an early phase, tribal 
authority imposed certain political payments on members of its com- 
munity. Having rendered unto deity what was deity’s, primitive man 
had to render unto Cgesar what was Caesar’s. 

The role of the State authority— or rather its rudimentary predecessor, 
the chief of the clan or tribe — in contributing towards the origin of a 
means of payment was acknowledged by various authors. They were 
aware that political payments preceded trade , 1 and that for a long time 
the turnover in goods consisted largely, if not exclusively, of the 
collection of such payments by chiefs and their subsequent redistribu- 
tion to their subjects . 2 Menger realized that non-commercial payments 
(primarily political payments) constituted the earliest form of payments, 
and preceded barter, or at any rate they preceded systematic large-scale 
barter calling for a medium of exchange. He held the view, however, 
that such payments were made in kind until a medium of exchange had 
developed through trade, after which they were made in money . 8 In 

*See among others K. Knies, Das Geld (Vol. i, of Geld undKredlt , Berlin, 1885), 

p,12. 

*Somld, p. 64. a Menger, pp. 47-8, 
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this conclusion, however, he was obviously begging the question. Since 
he assumed that money could only originate from a favourite medium 
of barter, he concluded that no object used for political payments prior 
to the existence of such a favourite medium of barter could be described 
as money. 

Among other economists, Cassel endorsed the view that the means of 
political payment preceded the medium of exchange. “Probably 
authoritative decisions determining the commodities to be given in 
discharge of unilateral obligations have been of great importance in 
fixing the value of suitable medium of exchange.” 2 * 4 Among economic 
historians, Max Weber, in his General Economic History , laid particular 
stress on the importance of political payments in the origin of money. 

It is, however, to the credit of Knapp to have drawn general attention 
to the role of the State as the chief originator of money. His contribu- 
tion to the study of the origin of money is of a highly doctrinaire charac- 
ter. Like Menger, he is inclined to beg the question. He lays down the 
rule that “money is the creature of law,” and from this preconceived 
assumption he infers that anything that is not decreed money by legis- 
lative measure is not money. From the point of view of the subject of 
the present chapter, this principle is of small use, especially since Knapp 
and most of his followers have only the advanced form of the State 
and of law and of money in mind. What is more helpful to us is the 
stress he laid on the importance of the form of payments made to the 
State and by the State, from the point of view of confirming, if not 
establishing, the monetary character of the objects in which such 
payments are made. 

Political payments during the early phases of civilization may have 
assumed the following forms : — 

1. Payments to the political authority. 

(a) Tribute to the chief by members of his community. 

(b) Tribute, ransom or blood money to the chief by other 
communities. 

(c) Payment to the chief by members of his community, 
representing their contribution towards tribute, ransom or 
blood money payable to another tribe. 

(d) Fines. 

2. Payments by the political authority. 

(a) Payments or reward by the chief to those serving him. 

(b) Payment of tribute, ransom or blood money to another 
tribe. 

(c) Payment to his own subjects of their share in ransom or 
tribute received, or booty captured from other tribes. 

4 Cassel, p. 352. 
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3. Payments between members of the tribe, or between members of 
different tribes, regulated by the political authority. 

(a) Ransom. 

(b) Blood money. 

(c) Compensation. 

(d) Subscriptions to secret societies. 

Tribute by tribesmen to their chief was the first form of taxation. 
Originally it may have assumed the outward form of voluntary presents, 
or of a compulsory levy lepresenting a certain proportion of their 
products. This latter method survived in Ancient Egypt, even after 
statecraft and economy had attained a relatively advanced stage. In 
other communities at a much less advanced phase of evolution the 
disadvantage of collecting tribute in the form of sundry objects must 
have been realized, and the means in which the tribute was payable 
came to be prescribed by the chief. Or even if that stage was not reached 
the chief may have assessed in some unit of account the amount pay- 
able, even though actual payment was continued to be made in sundry 
products. According to Cassel, “the exacting of tribute of various kinds 
probably led very early to a definite tariff scheme of certain commodities 
which were accepted in payment.” 5 

Tribute and booty secured from other tribes is of considerable 
importance from the point of view of the origin of money. According 
to Laum, it was much more important than trade even at such an 
advanced stage of civilization as during the Homeric period. 5 Indeed, 
Helfferich goes so far as to say that trade only developed when two 
tribes found that their strength was approximately equal, so that neither 
was able to secure the goods of the other by force of arms.’ The form in 
which tribute was to be paid was usually prescribed by the recipient. It 
tended to be a standardized form. 

When a tribe had to pay tribute, ransom or blood money to another 
tribe, the amount was usually assessed among members of the tribe. 
Since all of them did not necessarily possess the objects in which pay- 
ment was to be made, they were possibly allowed to contribute their 
own products on the basis of fixed ratios to the object in which the tribe 
had to pay. 

Even before a definite means of payment or unit of account had 
emerged from the payment or receipt of tribute, the imposition of fines 
necessitated the determination of some units. While tribute may have 
been allowed to be paid in kind — that is, in the form of the produce the 
payer happened to possess — fines must have been fixed in a standardized 
form from an early stage. Etymological evidence supports the view that 
the fixing of fines was in some instances at any rate the origin of money. 
According to Semper, on the Pelew Islands every kind of payment is 

'Cassel, p. 346. “Laum, pp. 12-13. 

’Helfferich, Vol. i, p. 6. 
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still called “penalty .” 8 Nearer home, the German word Geld is said to 
have originated from Vergeltmg which word, as Londoners have reason 
to remember from the days of “V” weapons, implies the settling of 
scores, or revenge. 

The fixing of the means of payment for fines must have largely con- 
tributed towards the adoption of a store of value. It is conceivable that 
if it became known that a wealthy member of the community was fined, 
and had to find a large number of oxen as an alternative to being exe- 
cuted, imprisoned or enslaved the price of oxen would be raised against 
him. If he had enemies, they would seek to ensure that he paid an 
exorbitant price, if indeed he was able to buy the oxen at all. And since 
in primitive communities the reasons or excuses for fining a man were 
manifold, it was advisable for anyone who could afford it to keep oxen 
(or other objects in which fines were fixed) in order that he should be 
prepared for that eventuality. Steady demand for such objects for such 
payments was apt to lead to their adoption as a medium of exchange. 

In a primitive community a chief can only uphold his prestige by 
being liberal in giving away what he accumulates. Once his receipts 
have become largely standardized he will make his payments also in the 
form of the means fixed for his receipts. Or if he pays out different 
objects in reward of the same services, the need for a unit of account 
arises, in order to ensure more or less equal distribution. 

Blood money is an extremely important institution in primitive 
communities. It constituted practically the only brake to incessant 
blood feuds when the State authority was not strong enough to prevent 
individuals from taking the law into their own hands. The principle 
under which every injury, from minor insults to murder, could be made 
good through the payment of compensation to the injured party or his 
relatives may appear to us mercenary, but amidst the then prevailing 
conditions it had much to recommend it. Within the tribe or the nation, 
the State authority confined itself to fixing the unit in which payment 
was to be made or reckoned, to fixing the amounts payable for various 
injuries and to enforcing the payment thus determined. Owing to the 
frequency of injuries that had to be made good through the payment of 
blood money, the object chosen as a means of payment was bound to be 
in constant demand, if not for actual payments then at any rate for 
provision for future contingencies. Blood money is a very ancient 
institution; the chances are that it existed in many primitive communi- 
ties long before trade conditions necessitated the adoption of a mone- 
tary unit. 

The payment of blood money between tribes must have largely con- 
tributed towards the origin of inter-tribal currencies which, in turn, 
must have led to the development of currencies on a nation-wide scale. 
It provided probably the earliest inducement for the development of an 

'Semper, p. 181. Quoted by Shurtz, p. 7. 
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agreed monetary unit between two communities. Much of our informa- 
tion concerning the monetary systems of the Middle Ages is derived 
from documentary evidence regarding the fixing of blood money, not 
only within the same tribe or nation but also between different tribes or 
nations. The conclusion of peace between two tribes was usually 
accompanied by a settlement of claims and counter-claims for -the 
slaying and mutilation of members of the two tribes. This system 
worked out in a strange way. Since the victor usually inflicted heavier 
losses than the vanquished, he was called upon to pay a difference, so 
that for all practical purposes the victor paid reparations to the van- 
quished — unless the victory was so complete that terms were simply 
dictated by the victor. 

When payment has to be made to another tribe it has to be made in 
some definite form prescribed by the recipient. We saw above that this 
necessitates assessment and collection tending to give rise to standard 
means of payment or at least to a standard of value. When a chief dis- 
tributes booty or tribute or ransom collected from other tribes he has to 
apply a standard of value to secure equal distribution. 

Chiefs may prescribe the means of payment for various forms of pay- 
ment, either between their own subjects or between the subjects of 
members of another tribe. We saw above that the means of payment 
fixed for ransom and especially for blood money constitute an important 
contribution towards the evolution of money. There is also the necessity 
for assessing compensation paid to tribesmen who suffered a loss 
through hostile action by the rest of the tribe. Doughty’s Arabia Deserta 
describes the way in which the tribesmen whose camels were lost in a 
raid were compensated by the tribe. The damage was spread over all 
tribesmen in proportion to their possessions, and it was assessed in 
camels, even though the possessions may have included also other 
beasts. 

All these forms of political payments, or politically regulated unila- 
teral payments must have contributed to no slight degree towards the 
evolution of a monetary unit. And once the means of payment have 
become standardized the need for securing the prescribed objects or for 
disposing of them must have largely contributed towards the evolution 
of barter. Those engaged in trade, if they felt the need for a medium of 
exchange or a standard of value, had only to apply to their requirements 
the money that was already in use for the purposes of political pay- 
ments. 

In South West Africa the Bergdama paid over a period an annual 
tribute to the Saan in the form of dagga cakes made of intoxicating 
herbs. As a result of this practice, the dagga cake became a medium of 
exchange among the Bergdama. There must have been many similar 
instances. 

It is conceivable that in some instances at any rate the political 
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authority fixed a means of payment for trading transactions long before 
the traders themselves had developed one for their own use. In case of 
deferred deliveries, it may have been considered necessary to fix an 
alternative means of discharging liabilities if, as a result of failure of crop 
or other contingencies, delivery became impossible. If at that stage a 
standardized means for political payments existed, it stands to reason 
that the political authority imposed it on the community for such 
commercial payments. 

In a remarkably large number of ethnological instances, especially 
in the Pacific area, a means of payment has long been in use mainly 
for political purposes, but, even though it is suitable also for com- 
mercial purposes, trade continues to be conducted largely by barter. 
This fact is well worth bearing in mind. It means that in the communities 
concerned trade had not yet reached the stage at which it made the use 
of money indispensable. To the extent to which the need for a medium 
of exchange or a standard of value is felt, the unit used for political 
payments is employed. The fact that the use of that unit for political 
payment is general while its commercial employment is limited seems 
to indicate that the political use of such units preceded their commercial 
use. It is justified, therefore, to assume that in communities where the 
bulk of trade is conducted by barter in spite of the existence of a reason- 
ably developed monetary system used mainly for political payments, 
money is definitely of political origin. 

The political factor tends to contribute towards the origin of money 
also in a different way from the one vaguely indicated by Knapp’s 
theory. In some instances units of payment appear to have been devised, 
not by the State authority but on private initiative mainly for the pur- 
pose of securing political influence and control. It is, of course, not easy 
to draw the line between political and other factors. But it seems safe to 
say that the primary object of the men’s clubs or secret societies, which 
have played an important part in the origin of money in some communi- 
ties in Oceania and Africa, is the acquisition of political power. Members 
who succeed in buying their way to leadership in such societies achieve 
thereby political power. 

On Vanikolo, New Hebrides, smoked fibre mats were adopted prima- 
rily as means of payment for subscription to secret societies. Their other 
monetary functions are, admittedly, limited. On the other hand, the 
shell-money of the Banks Islands which was also originally adopted 
solely for subscription to secret societies became subsequently a medium 
of exchange and standard of value. Secret societies in Nigeria adopted 
their own currency, tin-tack-shaped iron pieces with arrow-like heads. 
This currency, too, became a medium of exchange to some extent. 
Since secret societies are a very ancient institution, it is possible that 
their special currencies were the first form of money used by the 
communities concerned. 



CHAPTER 16 


MATRIMONIAL ORIGIN 

In addition to the possibility of commercial, religious or political origin 
of money, it is also necessary to consider the possibility of its origin 
and development from the primitive form of marriage. In many primi- 
tive communities the exchange of presents on the occasion of marriage 
plays a very important part in the turnover of goods. Sometimes there 
is a system of the reciprocal exchanges of goods between the family of 
the bridegroom and the bride, beginning with the betrothal and con- 
tinuing long after the marriage. In most communities, however, the 
system is unilateral. It consists of the payment of bride money by the 
bridegroom to the bride’s father. The origin of this system, which is the 
exact inverse of the equally mercenary modern system of dowries, lies 
in the economic value of women in primitive communities. Since their 
labour is transferred from their own family to that of the bridegroom it 
seems reasonable to primitive man that the gainer should compensate 
the loser. In certain parts of New Guinea bride money is paid in large 
earthenware jars, and the number of jars given corresponds to three 
years’ output of jars by a woman. 

Utilitarian considerations are, of course, not alone m determining 
the system. Payment of bride money was also influenced by questions 
of prestige. Bride money came to occupy such an important place in 
primitive social system that in many communities its non-payment 
could make a marriage legally invalid and children derived from it 
illegitimate. The opening motive of the story of Ibsen’s drama The 
Vikings at Helgeland , which is based on Scandinavian mythology, is 
largely built on this tradition. The rule still exists, or existed until 
recently, among some South African tribes, in which extra-marital 
sexual relations could be legitimized by the payment of the required 
number of heads of cattle representing the bride price. 

In Africa, in the Pacific Isles, among the Latin American Indians and 
Central Asiatic nomads, young men wanting to marry had to earn and 
save in order to be able to buy their bride and had to accumulate their 
savings in the form of the objects used for bride money. Alternatively, 
they had to borrow these objects and repay them later. Whichever 
solution was chosen, the practice largely contributed to the development 
of a primitive monetary system. Young men and their families would 
have to accumulate the objects in question for the purpose of bride 
money, and would, therefore, accept them in payment for goods and 
services in preference to most other objects. Anyone possessing such 
objects could safely rely on being able to acquire in exchange for them 
practically anything they wanted. These objects also tended to become 
a favourite standard of deferred payments. Even when payment was 
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made in other forms it was often reckoned in terms of such objects, 
because of their importance in their capacity as means of payment of 
bride money. 

As a general rule, only highly valued objects were accepted as bride 
money. Cattle, of course, were a favourite bride money among many 
pasforal tribes. In communities which had several types of money only 
that of the highest value was usually accepted as bride money. Occasion- 
ally a special money was adopted for the purpose, which, owing to the 
high esteem in which it was held, was not meant to be used for com- 
mercial transactions. Almost invariably the objects serving as bride 
money were favourite stores of value. 

Bride money, like blood money or tributes, contributed towards the 
development of international currencies, particularly where tribes 
practised the system of exogamic marriage. Young men of such com- 
munities had to choose their bride from outside their tribe or group, 
and bride money had to be paid not in terms of bridegroom's tribal 
money, but in that of the bride’s. And since there were brides and bride- 
grooms in each tribe, this gradually led to the development of monetary 
units usable in both communities. Possibly this system may have been 
responsible for the eventual adoption of the same monetary units in 
the wider sphere of a race or a nation. 

In internal traffic the object used as bride money was liable to become 
a medium of exchange, precisely because of the high degree of its 
acceptability resulting from its use of bride money. It is, of course, not 
easy to ascertain in most instances whether the choice of bride money 
was the cause or the result of the choice of a medium of exchange. 
Conceivably in many cases the unit in which bride money was payable 
was simply the object which had already come to be adoption previously 
as a favourite medium of exchange, and which had thus already been 
performing monetary functions. 

The fact that in many communities certain standardized means of 
payment are used systematically as bride money while trade is transacted 
mostly by barter seems to indicate that primitive communities are 
inclined to adopt standardized means of payment as bride money 
before they feel the need of adopting a medium of exchange. As for the 
precedence as between means of payment for religious, political and 
matrimonial purposes, the question is difficult if not impossible to 
decide, because in the large majority of instances the same objects 
were in general use for all non-commercial purposes. 

In many instances certain primitive units remained in use as bride 
money, blood money or fine long after more advanced monetary units 
had been adopted for commercial exchanges. This was so in Ancient 
Greece where the payment of fines in sheep persisted to the days of 
Solon, though coins had already been in use for two centuries. Likewise, 
the religious and ceremonial use of primitive currencies often survived 
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their commercial use. This fact may lead to the inference that the 
general use of certain primitive currencies for non-commercial purposes 
at a time when trade was transacted mostly by barter may simply mean 
that the currencies in question, having originated through trade, were 
subsequently adopted for non-commercial use, while their commercial 
use was largely discontinued. This inference is, however, false v In 
instances when the non-commercial use of money is known to have 
survived its commercial use, this was usually due to the adoption of a 
more advanced type of money for commercial purposes. It seems 
unlikely that a monetary system should have been discarded by trade 
for the sake of returning to barter, while it was retained for centuries 
for non-commercial payments. 

The matrimonial factor tends to lead to the adoption of a medium 
of exchange in communities where affinal exchanges are practised. In 
many primitive communities where the profit-motive fails to provide 
the required stimulus to induce the savages to produce beyond their 
immediate requirements, an incentive has been developed through the 
adoption of a system under which marriage is preceded by the exchange 
of goods. Among the Manu in New Guinea, in Trobriand Island and 
other parts of the Pacific, the families of the bridegroom and the bride 
exchange certain traditionally determined objects which usually include 
the shell or teeth money used for non-commercial purposes in the com- 
munity. The amounts involved are very considerable. This practice, 
even more perhaps than the unilateral payment of bride money, tends 
to popularize the objects in question, and, through the increase of the 
turnover in goods where there would otherwise be practically none, it 
tends to develop a commercial spirit which should prepare the way for 
the subsequent adoption of money for the requirements of trade. 



PART III: THE VALUE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 


„ CHAPTER 17 

PRIMITIVE V, MODERN MONETARY THEORY 

“ T usx as the theory of value is regarded as the heart of economics, 

I so the theory of the value of money may be considered as the 
v central point of monetary theory.” 1 We have now reached the 
stage at which we have to answer the question whether, and to what 
extent, the theories of the value of money, elaborated on the basis of the 
study of modern money, apply to primitive money. Our task is to 
examine whether there is any fundamental difference between the 
behaviour of primitive and modern money. Furthermore, we must 
examine the question whether, in so far as modern monetary theory 
cannot be fully applied, certain reservations will meet the case or 
whether the difference calls for the elaboration of a totally different set 
of principles. 

To answer this question, we have first to examine briefly the principal 
modern theories of the value of money. The object of this task is two- 
fold. We must try to ascertain how far they are suitable for explaining 
changes in the value of primitive money, and also how far the evidence 
concerning the value of primitive money tends to confirm the theories 
based until now almost entirely on the behaviour of modern money in a 
small number of modern communities during the past century or two. 
It is the object of this book to extend the scope of our enquiry over a 
very large number of communities, and over a period of some five 
thousand years. The following are the theories which come under our 
scrutiny. 

1. Supply and Demand Theory. 

2. Quantity Theory. 

3. Quality Theory. 

4. Cost of Production Theory. 

5. State Theory. 

6. Gresham’s Law. 

To avoid overburdening this section, we have abstained from dealing 
with the almost infinite variety of versions that exist in respect of each 
of these theories. As far as possible we have presented simplified versions 
of them. It would be futile to try to apply to primitive conditions 
elaborate Keynesian theories which can obviously apply to modern 
conditions only. 

Tloyt, p. 4. 
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This part of our task is probably the most difficult in the entire study 
of our subject. u We lack nearly all the essential data for the under- 
standing of the phenomena of prices and values in primitive society,” 
states Herskovits, “even though the discussion of these matters has 
found its way into the literature of both economics and anthropology.” 2 
Price statistics are virtually non-existent; in a relatively few instances 
there is documentary evidence enabling us to follow the trend of indivi- 
dual prices to a reasonable degree, but means for measuring changes in 
the general price level are absent. But even if we possessed complete 
series of index numbers, it would not help us very far, owing to the 
absence of data about changes in the volume of primitive money. Most 
primitive currencies were not issued by any central authority but came 
into circulation through many private channels. Even in so far as the 
political authority was responsible for the issue of primitive money, it 
did not publish any returns or keep records. Changes in the quality or 
intrinsic value of primitive currencies are also usually less easily trace- 
able by the student of a later generation than the degrees of debasements 
of coinage are. Similarly, factual material on the cost of production of 
primitive money is virtually unobtainable. 

When we come to factors such as the volume of goods and services 
available for purchase, the velocity of circulation, the relative extent 
to which trade is transacted by barter and with the aid of primitive 
money, the relative extent to which each of the several primitive cur- 
rencies simultaneously in circulation is used as a medium of exchange, 
or the relative extent to which primitive money is used for commercial 
and non-commercial payments, we have not even the elements of the 
statistical material required for our purpose. Some of these factors are 
virtually non-existent in a modern currency system. It is their existence 
in primitive currency systems that makes the examination of the latter 
so much more difficult from the point of view of elaborating a theory 
of value of money. 

However, the examination of trends in primitive communities, or 
even in advanced communities using primitive money, does not call for 
statistical material to anything like the same degree as the examination 
of modern monetary development does. The question whether a rise 
in prices by five per cent or ten per cent is inflationary or not can only be 
discussed with the aid of an array of figures relating to note circulation, 
deposits, credits, wholesale and retail prices, wages, cost of living, etc. 
In matters of primitive currency it would be idle to attempt to investi- 
gate such minor changes in prices — even if we were in a position to 
ascertain them at all And when it comes to spectacular movements, 
such as the depreciation of cowries in Western Sudan or of brass bars 
in the Congo, then the presence of an inflationary expansion of the 
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currency is evident even in the absence of statistical material. The 
factual material presented m the Ethnological and Historical Sections 
of this book should go a long way, even in the absence of statistics, 
towards enabling us to examine the possibility of applying modem 
monetary theories to primitive money and that of applying the ex- 
perience with primitive money to modern monetary theory. 

It* will be seen that each of the above-mentioned theories contains 
elements which hold good for primitive money, in spite of the difference 
in conditions. In many instances the difference between the extent to 
which they are valid concerning primitive and modern money is a 
matter of degree. In some respects, however, the theories elaborated to 
suit modern conditions cannot be fitted at all to primitive conditions. 
To that extent it is necessary to supplement modern theory of the value 
of money by the addition of rules that apply specially and exclusively to 
primitive money. The aspects of primitive money that have to be thus 
covered are as follows : — 

1. Dual monetary and non-monetary role of primitive money. 

2. Price levels in semi-natural economies. 

3. Multiplicity of primitive money. 

4. Limited scope of primitive money. 

It will appear that modern monetary economics which have failed to 
account adequately for the origin and development of primitive money 
and to describe and analyse the primitive monetary system, have failed 
to provide a complete theoretical explanation of their behaviour 
relating to prices. The movements of prices in primitive communities 
cannot be explained fully on the basis of modem monetary theories. 
On the other hand, it will appear that experience with primitive money 
goes a long way towards confirming modern monetary theory — 
provided that the difference between primitive and modern conditions 
are duly borne in mind. 


CHAPTER 18 

THE SUPPLY AND DEMAND THEORY 

Both the nominalist school and the commodity school of monetary 
theorists agree that the quantity of money is liable to affect its value. 
They arrived at this conclusion, however, through totally different lines 
of approach. According to the commodity theory, money is like any 
other commodity and its value is therefore naturally affected by supply 
and demand, According to the nominalist school, money has no intrin- 
sic value, it is merely an abstract claim on commodities in general, and 
the total volume of claims determine the purchasing power of a unit. 
The result of the difference between the two lines of approach is that 
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while the nominalists believe in the quantity theory of money, the com- 
modity theorists believe in the supply and demand theory. The difference 
between the two theories is largely one of emphasis and method of 
approach. The quantity theory allows not only for the volume of money 
and the volume of goods, but also for the velocity of circulation of 
money. Even this difference is largely one of form rather than of sub- 
stance; for, after all, the supply of money is determined by two facfors: 
its quantity and the velocity of its circulation. 

Many authors when discussing the supply and demand of money 
have in mind the supply of lendable money and the demand for it by 
borrowers in the money market. In this sense supply and demand affects 
of course the interest rates only, although in its indirect effect it may 
react on the value of money. We are not concerned here with this aspect 
of the supply and demand theory. According to the version we are 
dealing with here, the value of money is determinated by the supply 
available for spending and the demand represented by the value of goods 
and services available for sale, and by the requirements for non- 
commercial payments. The supply and demand theory links up with the 
cost of production theory since the cost of production of money affects 
its supply, and changes in the value of money due to the supply and 
demand factor are liable to react on the cost of production. The supply 
and demand theory also links up with the quality theory inasmuch as 
money with intrinsic value cannot depreciate for any length of time 
below its commodity value. 

When trying to apply the supply and demand theory to primitive 
money, we must bear in mind that supply and demand was not origin- 
ally the factor necessarily determining the value of money. It was 
probably preceded in many instances by the system of fixed exchange 
parities. The supply and demand factor developed gradually over 
centuries. Carlile, when dealing with this point, observes that this is not 
easily realized by modern minds trained through many centuries by the 
operation of the monetary system . 1 

The value of primitive money in its earliest stages must have been 
characterized by a high degree of rigidity. Even in some comparatively 
advanced primitive monetary systems that rigidity continues to prevail. 
On Rossel Island, for instance, the value of each unit of the complicated 
currency system is determined by custom and is unaffected by the law 
of supply and demand. Likewise on the Sulu Archipelago, the value of 
the cotton cloth currency was fixed by the Sultan and was independent 
of supply and demand. On the other hand, in other instances the value 
of primitive currencies became extremely sensitive to changes in the 
relation between supply and demand. Many travellers in Africa found 
that if the expedition that preceded them used certain type of primitive 
money the prices in terms of that money had risen considerably. This 

’Carlile, p. 144. 
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sensitiveness of prices to relatively moderate changes in the relation 
between supply and demand was due partly to the smallness of the 
community in which the primitive currency was used. In a large country 
temporary or local changes of the quantity of money or of the volume of 
goods available for sale are moderated by the tendency towards the 
equalization of their effect, owing to the possibility of absorption of the 
surplus money by other districts of the country or of sending supplies 
to the district where they are short. In a small community there is, 
however, no opportunity for a diffusion of the effect of local changes 
which, however temporary, are liable to produce, therefore, their 
maximum effect. 

Even if the currency used is largely international, its value is liable to 
fluctuate widely if owing to geographical conditions the community 
in question is to a large degree isolated. Thus the value of cowries 
differed widely in various parts of French West Africa owing to the 
distance between the various communities and the difficulty of trans- 
port, as a result of which the supply and demand factor was liable to 
affect cowries independently in each community which was isolated to 
a large extent from other communities using the same currency. 

In many instances primitive currencies are liable to react particularly 
strongly to the supply and demand factor because they are not used to 
any considerable extent as stores of value. Their depreciation does not 
lead to any increased demand for hoarding purposes. On the other 
hand, in a large number of instances, when primitive money is used 
extensively as a store of value or as an ornament, or for sacrificial 
requirements, any increase of its quantity can easily be absorbed by an 
increase of demand for such use. Conversely, the increase in the value 
of a currency through its short supply is liable to lead to de-hoarding. 

As Horace White reminds us, the value of money depends on the 
non-monetary as well as monetary demand for it . 2 While the non- 
monetary demand for modern money is usually negligible in modern 
communities, it is apt to be very substantial in primitive communities, 
or in modern communities using primitive currency. The dual role of 
primitive money is dealt with in detail in a separate chapter. It is 
essential to realize in dealing with the supply and demand theory that 
in instances in which there is a non-commercial demand for money it is 
liable to absorb easily any surplus of supply which in other circum- 
stances would lead to a sharp depreciation. When money is only used 
for monetary purposes the absorbing capacity of the community 
depends on the general volume of goods and services available for sale. 
If, at the same time, there are non-commercial or non-monetary uses 
for it, then the surplus is apt to be sterilized by the specific demand for 
such purposes. On the other hand, non-monetary supplies are liable to 


2 Horace White, p. 10. 
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be converted for monetary use as a result of an appreciation. The ever- 
present possibility of switching from monetary to non-monetary use and 
vice versa is an important factor in primitive monetaiy theory. 

There are many ethnological instances of the failure of an increase 
in the supply of money producing a corresponding depreciation of its 
value. For instance, the heavy influx of stone money in Yap brought 
about by shipments of Captain O’Keefe did not lead to its depreciation. 
Nor did the importation of pigs by Europeans on a large scale to the 
New Hebrides bring about even a halt in the rise in their price. The 
explanation is that on Yap the influx of stone money was easily absorbed, 
thanks to the strong desire of the natives to possess such stones as a 
symbol of wealth. In New Hebrides the increase in the number of pigs 
merely provided the natives with an opportunity of increasing the 
number used for sacrificial purposes. Any primitive money which is a 
favoured possession of the natives is not easily liable to depreciation 
simply because the desire to possess it induces the savages to work 
harder and thus to increase the volume of goods available for sale. In 
any case, the surplus of such kinds of currencies is not likely to remain 
long in monetary circulation. It is either destroyed through sacrifices, or 
hoarded for considerations of prestige or it is displayed as decoration 
or ornament. 

On the other hand, there arc many instances showing that primitive 
currencies, in given circumstances, are apt to be sensitive to the influence 
of supply and demand. For example, the relative value of slave currency 
and salt currency tended to change strongly in favour of the latter, 
whenever an inter-tribal war broke out, in anticipation of the capture 
of the number of defeated opponents, who would become available for 
monetary purposes, and also owing to the increased demand for salt 
currency for military requirements. There are many similar instances 
quoted in the next chapter examining the application of the quantity 
theory to primitive money. 

Requirements arising from non-commercial payments are liable to 
affect the value of money in the same way as requirements for the pur- 
chase of goods or the payment for services. Thus factor is apt to be 
overlooked by modem monetary theory, even though it is of consider- 
able importance even in modern conditions. In primitive communities 
it is of the utmost importance. The imposition of tribute on a tribe is 
bound to raise the value of the money in which the tribute is payable. 
We saw in the Ethnological Section how the value of cowries in Daho- 
mey and elsewhere fluctuated according to requirements for tax pay- 
ments. An important death feast tends to create a strong demand for 
the currency used for sacrificial requirements. The payment for brides 
is an important factor influencing the supply and demand of primitive 
money. 

From the foregoing it is evident that the extent to which the supply 
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and demand theory operates in the systems of primitive money varies 
widely. There are currencies of extreme rigidity and others of extreme 
elasticity. Nevertheless, as a broad principle, the supply and demand 
theory may be considered as being substantially valid in the large 
majority of instances, even though the normal working is often ham- 
pered by rigidities resulting from tribal laws or custom. 


CHAPTER 19 

THE QUANTITY THEORY 

The quantity theory of money is in substance a sophisticated application 
of the old supply and demand theory. It has been formulated in various 
ways, but its fundamental principle is that, other things being equal, 
the price level changes proportionately to changes in the volume of 
money . 1 The main difference between this theory and the supply and 
demand theory is that the quantity theory lays more stress on the money 
factor and is inclined to ignore or underrate the goods factor. There is 
also a new factor introduced: the ‘'velocity of circulation,” the existence 
of which as a separate factor is ignored by the supply and demand 
theory. 

The extent to which the quantity theory is valid in primitive communi- 
ties varies widely. As we saw in the last chapter dealing with the supply 
and demand theory, in some instances it is nearly inoperative, owing to 
the rigidity of the exchange value of goods. The price of objects which 
are regularly bartered are in some communities fixed by tribal law or 
custom, or simply they remain unchanged over long periods through 
the intertia that characterizes many primitive economies. In other 
primitive communities, on the other hand, prices are very sensitive to 
the influence of supply and demand. In some relatively advanced 
communities employing primitive currencies, price control was at times 
enforced. Such was the case for instance with Babylonia, Assyria and 
the Hittite Empire. 

In addition to the rigidities prevailing in many primitive economies, 
the dual role played by money in primitive communities is also apt to 
interfere with the normal working of the quantity theory. In a large 
number of instances the objects or materials used for monetary pur- 
poses are also used for non-monetary purposes. To over-simplify a 
complicated formula, in modern society the quantity of money is on 
one side of the scales and the quantity of goods available for sale is on 
the other. With primitive currency, on the other hand, money is not 

%vmg Fisher, The Purchasing Power of Money (Revised Edition, New York, 
1920), passim . 
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exclusively on the monetary side of the scales but partly also on the 
goods side. Fluctuations in the non-monetary demand for primitive 
currency are apt to vitiate the working of the quantity theory. Instances 
of such complications were provided by the fluctuation in the silver 
price of barley, which was also a currency with an officially fixed parity 
in relation to silver m Babylonia, and by the fluctuation in the price of 
rice in Japan duung the period when it was largely used as a currency. 

It is difficult enough to provide reasonably complete statistical 
evidence m support of the quantity theory even if applied to a modern 
community. When it comes to a community with a primitive currency 
the task becomes as hopeless as the solution of an equation with four 
unknown factors. Take, for instance, the case of Babylonia. We know 
that there was a secular trend for the depreciation of silver in terms of 
all commodities. Since, however, silver was not issued as a rule by the 
State but was put into circulation privately, there can be no statistical 
information about the increase in its quantity. While the rise m prices 
must have been largely in accordance with the principles of the quantity 
theory, we can only assume this, without being able to prove it statisti- 
cally. 

Another disturbing factor is the multiplicity of currencies in a primi- 
tive community. If there is an increase in the quantity of one monetary 
material without any change in the total of all monetary materials there 
is no reason for a general rise in prices though there may be a rise in 
terms of that particular currency accompanied by a depreciation of that 
currency in terms of other currencies. 

There are, nevertheless, many instances in primitive communities 
which illustrate the validity of the quantity theory of money. At the 
beginning of this century, dogs’ teeth on the Admiralty Islands deprecia- 
ted following on their large-scale import by traders from China and 
Turkey. Captain Cook remarked on the depreciation of red feathers 
following on the increase of their supply. In the interior of New Guinea 
Wirz registered a marked depredation of cowries after only a few days 
of trading during the course of which his expedition made purchases 
with them. In Mongolia the value of the tea brick currency depends 
largely on an increase in the local supply. The ease with which the value 
of beads and other means of payment used by early travellers in Eastern 
and Central Africa responded to the volume available was frequently 
testified from first-hand information. In Uganda cowries were originally 
very valuable; the price of a woman was two cowries. Later, however, 
with the wholesale influx during the second half of the 19 th century, 
they depredated. In Bagirmi after a successful slave raid the purchas- 
ing power of the slave currency depreciated. In the Belgian Congo brass 
rods depreciated sharply, partly owing to their debasement but largely 
owing to the increase of their quantity. In North America the inflation 
of wampum resulting from the increase of its output with the aid of 
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modern tools led to its depreciation. The tobacco-currency of the 
colonists, too, fell sharply in value, owing to the increase of its production. 

Conversely, a decline in the volume of primitive money led in many 
known instances to a rise in its value. Thus, the ban on the import of 
gongs and drums in Alor brought about their appreciation. In Wadai 
at the time of NachtigaFs visit the shortage of cotton cloth currency 
produced a deflationary effect: goods were difficult to sell and prices 
were low. In Nigeria after 1900 the value of cowries recovered for a time, 
owing to the ban on their import. 

For all but a few of the above instances statistical evidence is entirely 
absent, and in no case is it adequate to enable us to ascertain the 
approximate extent to which prices had moved in sympathy with 
changes in the quantity of money. Nevertheless, it is evident that in 
communities where the price structure was not unduly rigid there was a 
fundamental trend of prices behaving in accordance with the quantity 
theory. Indeed, large-scale inflation is known to have overcome eventu- 
ally the rigidity of the price structure in more than one primitive 
community. 

When we come to examine the influence of the velocity of circulation 
we are entirely in the dark. Even in a modern country it is an obscure 
factor. In a primitive community the velocity of circulation of money is 
apt to vary widely according to the use to which money is put. In 
communities where some form of the system of competitive exchanges 
is in operation the velocity of circulation is apt to be very high. This 
does not mean, however, that prices in such communities have neces- 
sarily a rising tendency on account of that. For a large proportion of the 
transactions is purely ‘'financial” and not commercial. The same pig 
may change hands in the New Hebrides several times within a few hours, 
in settlement of debts, without affecting the price of goods in terms of 
pigs, any more than the high velocity of circulation of money in Wall 
Street or in the Monte Carlo Casino affects the price level 

In communities where primitive currency is mainly used as a store of 
value or as ornament (the latter is called “dead money” in West Africa), 
its velocity of circulation is apt to be very slow. In Pelew the velocity 
of circulation of the bead currency is increased artificially by social 
custom forcing everybody to spend freely. A similar custom prevails 
also in many other primitive communities. In large backward countries 
the velocity of circulation is apt to be slow, owing to the sparsity of the 
population or the high degree of self-sufficiency of household and other 
small economic units. In the Ancient Period and early Middle Ages the 
velocity of circulation was apt to be slow. 

In the absence of any adequate statistical evidence for the existence 
of any arithmetical relation between prices and their factors under the 
quantity theory, we have to confine ourselves to an examination of the 
factors liable to affect the quantity of money in primitive communities: — 
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1. The caprices of nature. Much has been said about the extent to 
which modern monetary systems based on precious metals are exposed 
to the caprices of nature in the form of an increase or decrease of output 
of gold or silver mines. Primitive communities are often exposed to 
similar factors to an incomparably higher degree. The quantity of the 
annual output of gold never represents more than a small fraction of the 
total stocks available, so that changes in the total quantity are apt to be 
slow. On the other hand, the quantity of the various materials and 
objects used for monetary purposes in primitive communities is liable 
to wide fluctuation through natural causes. The results of hunting and 
fishing will affect that quantity of fur and fish currencies which are thus 
bound to be affected by the caprices of nature. The supply of livestock 
serving as currency is exposed to wide fluctuations through changes in 
the animal birthrate and even more through animal diseases, or through 
deficiency that might develop in the supply of animal fodder and water. 
The quantity of agricultural products serving as money depends, of 
course, on the annual crop which usually represents a large proportion 
of the monetary stocks of those products. Even the quantity of mone- 
tary industrial products is exposed to fluctuations, since the supply of 
raw materials or labour is bound to have its ups and downs. The quan- 
tity of metallic currencies naturally depends on the output of mines. 
Nevertheless, as a general rule, really wide fluctuations in the quantity 
of primitive currencies, comparable with those experienced by paper 
currencies, do not occur until the establishment of contact with more 
advanced communities which are in a position to increase considerably 
the production or import of the monetary material, or to reduce it 
considerably by acquiring it in exchange for modern goods. 

2. The degree of monetary use of the materials concerned. The mere 
fact that a certain material is chosen as a primitive currency tends to 
increase its output — within the limits imposed by nature and by its 
cost of production — owing to the fact that its monetization secures for 
it a steady and dependable demand. The relative extent to which the 
material is adopted for monetary purposes is liable to changes. It is 
affected by the rate at which barter is abandoned for the sake of primi- 
tive money economy. When there are several monetary materials in 
operation their relative monetary role is apt to change from time to 
time and such changes are liable to affect the extent to which their 
monetary use affects production. As and when modem money displaces 
primitive money, the quantity of the latter is apt to decline owing to 
the decline, of demand. This would not affect, however, its purchasing 
power, for simultaneously with the decline of its volume there is also a 
narrowing of its sphere of use. 

3. The valuation of monetary materials. The quantity of monetary 
materials is likely to be affected according to whether it is overvalued or 
undervalued in terms of commodities, or in terms of other primitive 
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currencies. Over-valuation tends to encourage its production and 
import since those who possess it can get better value for their over- 
valued money. Under-valuation tends to reduce production and encour- 
age export and hoarding, as holders do not get the full value for their 
money when they spend it. Advanced communities using primitive 
money are particularly apt to react to over- valuation or under- valuation. 
Over-production of tobacco in the early American colonies was due to 
the high official value fixed for that currency. 

4. Technical progress . Improved methods of production enable primi- 
tive communities to increase their output of monetary materials, and 
the same result is achieved by better economic organization. The 
increase of the quantity of wampum as a result of the introduction of 
modern tools to manufacture it is the best-known instance for the work- 
ing of this factor. 

5. Influx of primitive currencies . This is usually effected by trade with 
more advanced communities. In many instances advanced traders took 
advantage of the existence of primitive currencies for the acquisition 
of the goods of primitive communities at a low cost, by supplying them 
on a large scale with that currency. Apart from the advantage of being 
able to produce such objects with the aid of modern machinery, the 
advanced community also stands to benefit by the additional value 
derived by that article out of its monetary use. While in its country of 
origin its value is determined by its non-monetary employment, in its 
country of destination its value derived from non-monetary use is 
increased through its over-valuation due to its monetary use. 

6. Export of primitive currencies . In so far as a primitive currency 
is purely internal its quantity is unaffected* by the trade balance. If, 
however, it happens to be an exportable commodity, with or without 
monetary use abroad, the effect of changes in foreign demand is apt to 
be strong. If the foreign demand for a primitive currency falls, larger 
supplies accumulate at home, and its purchasing power declines. This 
was the case with beaver skins in the American colonies during the 17th 
century. 

7. The consumption of the monetary material . Since a large proportion 
of primitive currencies can be used for non-monetary purposes, mone- 
tary supplies are naturally affected by the degree to which they are 
consumed or otherwise diverted for non-monetary purposes. Over- 
valuation tends to discourage non-monetary use, under-valuation tends 
to encourage it. Increase or decrease of the ornamental use of monetary 
materials is an important factor affecting the quantity of primitive 
currencies. 

8. Wastage . Many primitive monetary materials are far from being 
non-perishable, and even though they may be consumed before they 
perish, a proportion of them is liable to be held for monetary use too 
long to be fit to be converted for non-monetary use. Wear and tear 
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through monetary use is also an important cause of wastage. Shells and 
ornamental currencies in general are apt to lose their monetary character 
after a while through wear and tear. In addition to natural wastage, 
primitive currencies are apt to be destroyed through sacrifices, or burial 
with the dead. 

9. Hoarding . In so far as a primitive currency fulfils the functiop of 
store of value the fluctuation in the hoarding demand affects the quan- 
tity available for current monetary purposes. As in modern communities 
using modern money, the quantity hoarded is, however, liable to affect 
the purchasing power of the primitive currency, even if it is not in actual 
use, by its mere existence. Large quantities of primitive money are apt 
to disappear altogether as a result of hoarding. 

10. Incentive to increase the quantify of primitive currency . Apart 
from the degree of over-valuation theie may be other factois stimulating 
the production or import of primitive currencies. New kinds of goods 
may become available or purchasable with that currency. 

11. The political factor. The quantity of primitive currency is apt to 
be affected by war. The victorious tribes may return home laden with 
spoils which may include quantities of the monetary material. They may 
also impose a tribute on the vanquished. The latter’s monetary stock 
may thus become depleted. Changes of territory are apt to lead to 
increase the relative supplies of money. A conqueror may absorb 
populations which did not possess this currency, 2 As a result, the volume 
of money which until then was adequate may become insufficient to 
cover the increased requirements, unless the conquered race can con* 
tinue to use its own currency. 

12. Debasement. In many instances it is possible to increase the 
quantity of primitive currency by a deterioiation in its quality or by 
reducing its size. The reduction in the length of brass rods in the Congo 
is an outstanding example. Another form of debasement is the sacrific- 
ing of quality in the production of monetary material, for the sake of 
quantity. 

13. Adoption of additional types of money . If a community adopts new 
types of primitive currency without at the same time displacing wholly 
or partly the old currency, the total volume of its monetary circulation 
increases. This device is often resorted to by advanced communities, 
in preference to suffering the disadvantages of an inadequate supply of 
modem money. 

14. Development of credit . The development of a credit system in 
certain primitive communities tends to lead to an increase in the volume 
of its money. In many cases the total amount of credit outstanding at 
any given moment is several times larger than the volume of its cur- 
rency. There are indications that such credit inflation tends to depreciate 
the purchasing power of the unit, even if an expanded volume of credit 

a Bums, pp. 315-6. 
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is not used for the purchase of goods. The savages grow used to thinking 
in terms of large figures, and prices rise accordingly. 

All the above factors, through their influence on the quantity of 
primitive currencies tend to influence the price level in primitive com- 
munities. In addition, m many instances the monetary policy followed 
byAhe State authorities also affects the price level through its influence 
on the volume of primitive currencies. This subject will be dealt with in 
a later chapter. 


CHAPTER 20 
THE QUALITY THEORY 

According to the quality theory of money the purchasing power of a 
currency is determined by its intrinsic value. In modern monetary 
literature this theory is better known under the name of “metallistic” 
theory, according to which the value of money is determined by the 
commodity value of the metal it contains. It is also known as “com- 
modity theory.” Applied to paper money, this conception is expressed 
in the metallist theory by the principle that the purchasing power of 
coins depends on the value of the precious metals they contain, and the 
purchasing power of notes depends on their convertibility, or their 
prospect of convertibility, into precious metals. 

As often as not primitive money is non-metallic. Therefore the name 
of “metallistic” theory could not apply generally. Nor is the name 
“commodity” theory adequate for primitive money. For the intrinsic 
value of piimitive currencies is not always represented by their com- 
modity value. Often it is a prestige value, or sentimental value, or 
religious value . 1 Such currencies cannot be described as commodities, 
but so long as they possess a value that is not derived from their mone- 
tary use they may be said to have intrinsic value. 

Barter is necessarily based on intrinsic values, or at any rate on the 
subjective estimate of relative intrinsic values by the parties concerned, 
influenced by the importance and urgency of requirements and the 
degree of superfluity of the goods offered, by considerations of supply 
and demand and cost of production. So long as a primitive currency is 
on the borderline between medium of barter and medium of exchange, 
its purchasing power is claimed to depend on its intrinsic value in this 
sense of the term. Many economists hold the view that communities 
using primitive currencies have not yet emerged from the state of natural 
economy and that the use of primitive currencies is an advanced form of 
barter. Those who accept this conception must logically conclude from 
it that intrinsic value must determine the purchasing power of all 

^‘Wampum did not command regard because used as money. It was used as 
money because for other reasons it already commanded regard” Laughlin, p. 12. 
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primitive currencies. For in barter neither the goods given nor those 
received are over-valued on account of any additional demand due to 
monetary use. In so far as their exchange rates deviate from the arith- 
metical ratio betwepn their intrinsic values this is attributed to their 
relative scarcity or abundance, or to various other circumstances, but 
not to any supplementary value due to their monetization — for the 
simple reason that they have not become monetized. 

The application of this conception to primitive money is in contra- 
diction to irrefutable factual evidence. Beyond doubt, primitive cur- 
rencies tend to have a high degree of intrinsic value — that is, a high 
percentage of their value is due to their non-monetary use. Livestock 
standards, for instance, are based on the high valuation of livestock in 
pastoral and agricultural communities. All commodity currencies have 
arisen because of the high esteem in which the staple products of the 
community concerned stood, either because these products were also 
staple articles of consumption or because they were staple exports with 
practically unlimited marketing possibilities. Utensils, weapons or 
ornaments assumed the role of money because of the non-monetary use 
of these objects. Textiles assumed the role of a medium of exchange 
because of their practical value. Metals by weight or size were accepted 
in payment because they had a full intrinsic value as raw materials. 

This does not necessarily mean, however, that in all instances these 
currencies necessarily changed hands on the basis of their commodity 
values. In any case, their monetary use tended to increase their com- 
modity value beyond the level justified by non-monetary use alone, 
through diverting from non-monetary use a large proportion of the 
available supplies. In the long run this tendency was often offset by the 
effects of an increased output due to the over-valuation of the objects 
in question. During a transition period, however, their commodity 
value is apt to be above the level justified by non-monetary supply and 
demand. It is open to argument whether currencies changing hands on 
the basis of this increased commodity value may be claimed to have full 
intrinsic value, or whether that part of their value which is due to their 
monetary use must be considered to be of a fiduciary character. Since 
gold coins are considered to possess full intrinsic value, notwithstanding 
the fact that monetary demand is responsible for a large proportion of 
their value, it seems reasonable to apply the same principle to primitive 
currencies. This means that only currencies accepted at a value in excess 
of their commodity value, irrespective of whether this latter is due to 
non-monetary or monetary demand, may be said to be partly fiduciary 
in character. 

There are many instances in which primitive currencies are accepted 
at a value in excess of their commodity value even in this sense of the 
term. In the application of the livestock standards, for example, there 
Was an inevitable tendency to use the most inferior animals. This in 
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itself did not necessarily increase the monetary value of the livestock 
currency above its intrinsic value, for the prices of other goods in terms 
of livestock tended to adjust themselves to the deterioration of the cattle. 
On the other hand, there are instances of commodity currencies where a 
produce which has deteriorated in quality yet remained acceptable at 
full commodity value. This was the case with the rice currency in Burma 
in the 19th century. Even though only the worst quality of broken rice, 
unsuitable either for consumption or for seed, was used for monetary 
purposes, it was accepted as if the bags contained good rice. In the 
majority of instances, however, the debased produce became unaccept- 
able sooner or later, or changed hands at a lower value. This happened 
with the tobacco currency of the American colonies. 

Since prehistoric times there have been instances of utensils and 
weapons which were obviously not suitable for practical use owing to 
their shape or size. While the objects may possess some intrinsic value 
as raw materials, in view of the fact that some labour was spent on their 
manufacture they must have exchanged hands at a value above the 
commodity value of the raw material they contained. Therefore, they 
were in part at least fiduciary currencies. According to one theory, these 
currencies were originally useful objects with full intrinsic value. From 
being useful objects, changing hands at their full commodity value, they 
became mere symbols changing hands at above their commodity value 
because the recipient could use them for monetary purposes. Any 
recipient who chose to melt them down was apt to be out of pocket. 
Admittedly this was also the case with modern coinage in most countries 
where the cost of minting was added to the mint’s purchase price of the 
precious metal in determining the face value of the coins. For that 
reason even such coined money in such countries must be regarded as 
being of partly fiduciary nature. 

In many instances the strips of textile materials serving as currencies 
were cut so narrowly that their practical use became impossible without 
a considerable amount of labour. Shirts used as a currency in Central 
Africa were often too small even for children, or were of an extremely 
coarse texture scarcely fit to be used for dress.’ 

Metals changing hands by weight retained largely their full intrinsic 
value. An exception to this rule was provided by Sparta, which country, 
it was alleged, treated her iron bar currency in a special way in order 
to render it useless for all practical purposes. 

There are many instances of primitive currencies which obviously 
could not have fuil intrinsic value. Indeed, some primitive communities 
came to use for monetary purposes objects which had no practical non- 
monetary use, and the value of which rested solely on their acceptability 
as currency. Some of the mat, shell and feather currencies were neither 
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useful nor ornamental. Nor is it possible to assume that they deteriora- 
ted from some object that had originally a commodity value. They were 
valuable because their owners could depend on being able to use them 
for payments. For instance, the leather money of Caithage was obviously 
not the corruption of some former money which had full intrinsic value 
but was deliberately devised to be fiduciary currency. r 

In some instances a currency without full intrinsic value was adopted 
because of the possibility of converting it into objects with full intrinsic 
value. There was the shell money on the Solomon Islands which, 
according to Thurnwald, was freely accepted as currency owing to the 
possibility of its conversion into pigs. 

From the point of view of the quality theory of money there seems 
to be no fundamental difference between primitive and modern money. 
In both cases the theory only holds good in part of the instances. In 
other instances currencies had no full instrinsic value, if indeed they 
had any at all. It is not even possible to ascertain any definite trend in 
monetary history indicating an increase or decrease of the fiduciary 
character of money in the course of the progress of civilization. Com- 
munities in the most diverse stage of civilization used currencies with 
or without full intzinsic value. Nevertheless, the quality theory is 
undoubtedly valid as a broad rule in a large proportion of instances. 
The commodity value is obviously the fundamental determining factor 
of the monetary value of metals changing hands by weight, and also that 
of the majority of staple product currencies. 

In many instances the value of the primitive currencies declined as 
their quality deteriorated. Thus the feather money of Santa Cruz 
depreciated when the coils showed signs of wear. On the Solomon 
Islands old shell strings depreciate, and are exchanged for new at the 
rate of two for one. In Ethiopia the Galla examine salt bars carefully, 
to ensure that they are not broken or even cracked, before accepting 
them as currency . 3 There is, however, in most instances no way of 
ascertaining whether any definite ratio exists between the deterioration 
of the quality of primitive moneys and the price level in the communities 
using them. While it is possible to trace statistically the effect of the 
debasement of coinage on prices, any effort to elaborate similar statisti- 
cal material in connection with the debasement or deterioration of 
primitive currencies would in most instances stand but little chance of 
succeeding. There was presumably in many communities a broad 
tendency for the price level to adapt itself to the decline of the intrinsic 
value of primitive currencies. Conservatism and inertia must have 
introduced, however, a degree of rigidity that excluded the possibility 
of close and speedy adjustment. 

The extent to which the quality theory is valid varies from community 

5 E. Mamo, Reken im Gebiete derBlauen und Weis sen Nil (Vienna, 1874), pp, 39 
and 80. Quoted by Thilenius, p, 20. 
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to community, and from period to period. The notion that it is one of 
the fundamental laws of primitive human nature to insist on currencies 
with full intrinsic value cannot be upheld in the light of experience any 
more than the opposite notion that the adoption of full-valued curren- 
cies has been an unnatural product of civilization. 


CHAPTER 21 

THE COST OF PRODUCTION THEORY 

According to the cost of production theory, the value of money is 
determined by its cost of production in the broadest sense of the term, 
which includes the cost of transport. Ricardo and Nassau Senior were 
among the early exponents of this theory which was also fully endorsed 
by Marx. In accordance with his theory of value, the latter maintained 
that the value of money is determined by the amount of labour devoted 
to its production, or, to be exact, by the ratio between the amount of 
labour required for the production of money and that required for the 
production of goods. This theory clearly implies the acceptance of the 
commodity theory of value, since the intrinsic value of money is largely 
determined by its cost of production. Modern Socialist writers have 
discarded this application of the Marxian theory of value to the value 
of money and give their preference to the claims theory, in particular 
Knapp’s version of it, since the State theory of money is in keeping with 
the Socialist attitude towards the role of the State in economic life. On 
the other hand, many non-Socialist authors still adhere to some extent 
to the cost of production theory. 

“Money is always the production of labour," writes Horace White. 
“Nobody would give that which has cost him labour in exchange for 
something which he could obtain without labour .” 1 This view is, of 
course, contested by the adherents of the claims theory who hold the 
view that, irrespective of whether the object has cost labour or not, 
it would be accepted if the recipient were satisfied that he in turn could 
use it for the purchase of goods and services. Thus, the production of 
paper currency costs very little labour relative to its value, while the 
production of credit money costs practically no labour at all. The 
answer of the commodity theorists to this argument is that paper money 
and credit are not money at all. 

The question is whether there is any strict or even approximate ratio 
between the cost of production of money recognized as such by the 
commodity theorists and its value. Various attempts have been made to 
apply the cost of production theory to explain the value of gold. There 
can be no doubt that there is a broad tendency towards the adjustment 

White, p. 9. 
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of the value of gold to its cost of production, owing to the fact that the 
profit made by goldfields working under relatively unfavourable con- 
ditions largely determines the volume of production, which again under 
the gold standard largely determines the purchasing power of money 
based on gold. 

This tendency also affects primitive money to a large degree. The 
opinion expressed by White undoubtedly holds good concerning primi- 
tive currencies. They certainly have to be the production of labour in 
order to command a value. This is so even if there is an almost unlimited 
supply of the monetary objects available within easy reach of the com- 
munity using it for monetary purposes. Even then, the monetary objects 
have to be collected, which involves labour* The coconut currency of 
Nicobar is available in practically unlimited supply, growing on the 
palm trees, and is accessible to anyone who wishes to take the trouble 
to collect it. Nevertheless, its collection is an effort and the natives 
would not undertake it unless its value were sufficiently high to make 
it worth their while. Similarly, shells used for monetary purposes are 
frequently available on not too distant beaches. Even so their collection 
needs effort and must be made worth while. These are the extreme 
instances in which the cost of labour involved in the production of 
primitive money is low. There are many instances in which the produc- 
tion of primitive money requires very considerable labour, and skilled 
labour at that. There are, for example, the fine mats serving as money in 
Samoa. Months and even years are spent in their production. Their 
value increased in recent years, because labour has become more 
expensive. In Msevo, New Hebrides, the value of smoked mats which 
serve as a limited currency tends to rise because of the cost of labour 
involved in supervising the smoking process. In Yap, the value of the 
large stones serving as a form of currency has increased because the 
cost of production and transport is now higher. The feather money of 
Santa Cruz is very valuable because of the immense trouble taken over 
its production. Even though shells can easily be found, the shell strings 
or shell rings serving as currencies in various parts of the Pacific are 
valuable because their production involves much skilled labour. This 
also accounted for the value of wampum and other shell currencies of 
the North American Indians. 

It would be very difficult, however, to establish any strict arithmetical 
relationship between the cost of production of these and other primitive 
currencies and their value. In some instances some such relationship 
appears to be noticeable. For example, as was pointed out earlier, in 
certain parts of New Guinea the bride money is large earthenware pots 
representing the equivalent of the loss of a woman’s work for three 
years. On the other hand, there are many instances of wide discrepancies 
between the cost of production and the value of primitive money. On 
the Banks Islands a woman can produce one fathom of shell string in a 
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day, yet the value of a fathom is enough to pay for her vegetable food 
for five weeks. This is explained in part by the fact that while most shell 
strings used for monetary purposes in the Pacific are very carefully 
finished, on the Banks Islands quality is disregarded in favour of quan- 
tity, so that the production of shell money can proceed speedily and 
involves relatively little skilled labour. Shell money is grossly over- 
valued in relation to its cost of production on the Banks Islands. It was 
definitely under-valued, on the other hand, in New Jersey during the 
early period of colonization, because the cost of production of wampum 
which required much skilled labour was evidently above its value. It was 
only possible to produce a few pennyworth a day. The reason why wam- 
pum was produced in spite of this was that time had little or no value 
for the Red Indians engaged in its production. When European settlers 
introduced modern tools, the cost of production of wampum declined 
considerably. It became possible to produce it in much larger quantities, 
and its value depreciated. It is an arguable point whether the deprecia- 
tion was primarily due to its lower cost or to its increased quantity. 
Even if the latter view is accepted, the fact remains that the increase of 
its quantity was the direct consequence of the lowering of the cost of 
production. It is a matter of opinion whether the lowering of cost of 
production would in itself have been able to reduce the value of wam- 
pum even if its quantity had remained unchanged owing to an inadequacy 
of the supply of shells available. 

It was pointed out earlier in this chapter that the term cost of pro- 
duction is meant in the broadest sense of the term; it allows for the 
extent of skill and risk involved in the production of money. Above all, 
it includes the cost of transport which, with the backward conditions 
prevailing in countries using primitive money, is apt to be many times 
larger than the actual cost of production. 

Senior, in considering the cost of production of money, allowed for 
this factor, for which he deserves credit, since in the case of gold, which 
he must have primarily had in mind, the cost of transport is but a 
negligible fraction of the cost of production proper. Even for silver the 
cost of transport is relatively small. When we come to primitive curren- 
cies other than precious metals it is apt to be very high indeed. It 
naturally tends to affect their value. In Yap the stone money imported 
from Guam is more valuable than the specimens imported from Pelew, 
because of the larger distance and higher cost of transport. The value 
of cloth, brass wire, beads and other currencies used until comparatively 
recently in East Africa, depended largely on the distance from Zanzibar 
or from the major mainland ports which supplied travellers with these 
currencies. The salt money of Ethiopia increases in value with the 
distance from the salt mines where it is produced. Marco Polo observed 
a similar increase in the value of salt money used in Medieval China. 
The value of cowries in Nigeria, the French Sudan and other parts of 
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West Africa rose with the distance from Lagos or other West African 
ports over which they were imported. Throughout Africa the cow- 
ries imported from the Maldives are more valuable than those im- 
ported from Zanzibar, partly because the cost of transport was much 
higher and partly because the Maldives shells are much smaller and 
therefore the inland transport of the same number of them is much less 
costly. 

It would be idle, however, to try to establish a strict relation between 
the cost of transport and the value of primitive currencies. In Congo, 
the value of iron bars failed to keep pace with its exorbitant cost of 
transport which was so high that a porter was required for every eight 
shillings* worth of rods, and a few days* transport cost was equal to the 
full value of the currency transported. Brass bars in the Congo deprecia- 
ted to such extent that travellers found life in primitive villages more 
expensive than in any luxury hotel in civilized cities. Their high cost of 
transport failed to maintain a corresponding purchasing power. On the 
other hand, in French Indo-China the iron bar currency was grossly 
over-valued even allowing for cost of transport. Cowries in various 
parts of Africa depreciated towards the end of the 19th century and the 
beginning of this century well below their cost of transport. As a result 
they became entirely confined to local use as currencies and could not 
be used for the requirements of distant trade, since the cost of transport 
would have absorbed their full value. Beyond doubt, the cost of trans- 
port constitutes a brake on the unlimited production of those kinds of 
primitive money which could otherwise be produced in practically 
unlimited quantities. 

Marshall expressed the view that a money cannot be perfectly satis- 
factory unless its supply is controlled by the cost of production or by 
some other cause less unstable than custom or public ordinance. 2 Yet 
it is a generally recognized fact that the adoption of an object for mone- 
tary use tends to increase its value above its cost of production. This 
again tends to increase the volume of its production, at times to an 
embarrassing extent. The experience of the tobacco currency of Virginia 
and of other North American colonies provides a clear instance to 
illustrate this. At first the value of tobacco for monetary purposes was 
far too high and the result was such an increase of its production that 
its value slumped to a fraction of its original level. Since its supply was 
not adequately controlled by its cost of production, artificial methods 
had to be resorted to, not very successfully, for limiting the output. 
Marshall’s principle asserts itself in the long run, but over fairly long 
transition periods over-valuation compared with cost of production is 
apt to increase the supply of currencies. 

The reason why wadmal served satisfactorily as a currency for cen- 
turies in the Scandinavian countries in spite of the fact that anybody 

a Marshall, p. 16. 
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was at liberty to produce it in unlimited quantities was probably the 
fact that its value was not abnormally higher than its cost of production. 
Had it been possible to produce it with the aid of modem machinery at 
a much lower cost, it would soon have reduced itself to absurdity. 

This brings us to the consideration of the application of the marginal 
utility theory of value to the value of primitive money. Attempts to 
apply this theory to modern money have not been very successful. 
Indeed, it is perhaps permissible to suggest that they merely resulted in 
a “marginal futility theory,” since many arguments used were on the 
borderline of being too futile to be worth discussing. On the other hand, 
there is a fair scope for the application of the marginal utility theory to 
the value of primitive money in conjunction with the cost of production 
theory. In a community where anybody is in a position to produce 
money for his requirements in unlimited quantities, the value of money 
is determined by the lowest level of purchasing power at which its 
production is still considered to be profitable. In order that the output 
of money should be maintained in accordance with the normal growth 
of requirements, there must be a sufficient margin of profit on its pro- 
duction to make its production just worth while. If the profit increases 
beyond that margin, the quantity of the output increases accordingly 
and the value of money declines. The profit on its production declines 
in consequence. If the profit declines below the margin at which it is just 
worth while to produce the currency, then the least efficient producers 
working at highest cost stop producing, the quantity of money declines, 
its value increases, thereby restoring the margin of profit. 

The reason why the marginal utility theory is more capable of being 
applied to primitive money than to modern money is that the output of 
the former responds in many instances more freely to changes in the 
relation between value and cost of production. Modern currency 
legislation introduces an element of rigidity into the changes of the value 
of metallic currency, especially under the international gold standard 
which keeps price levels in various countries at a fair degree of equili- 
brium with each other. There is also the factor of vested interests at 
work. Owing to the large capital invested in gold mines, they are apt to 
be continued to be worked rather than being abandoned even if the 
margin of profit declines to a very low level. 

Needless to say, in practice the system does not work so smoothly 
and flawlessly even in relation to primitive money. Changes in supply 
and demand are apt to cause the value of money to deviate considerably 
from the level determined by its marginal utility to the producers. It 
must also be borne in mind that the marginal utility theory is not 
applicable to the same extent to primitive money as to objects which do 
not fulfil any monetary functions, for money is wanted for other pur- 
poses than the purchase of goods and services. Its possession carries 
substantial advantages for the sake of which many people would be 



416 


THEORETICAL — THE VALUE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 


prepared to produce it even though the operation is not strictly econo- 
mic. In the old American colonies it was found that tobacco was 
produced when it could not be produced profitably, simply in order to 
procure cash. The need for ugent repayment of debts may also induce 
debtors to produce money irrespective of cost. Finally, in primitive 
communities where the prestige value of the possession of money is 
exceptionally high, it is apt to be produced at a high level of cost com- 
pared with its value. When money is produced not by individuals but 
by the political authority, this marginal utility theory and the cost of 
production theory in general may be vitiated by the compelling necessity 
for these authorities to supply the community with currency even at a 
loss. Allowing for these considerations, it is nevertheless worth while to 
regard the cost of production theory and the marginal utility theory as 
contributing towards the theory of primitive money. 


CHAPTER 22 
THE STATE THEORY 

The theory according to which money is the creation of the State is 
founded on the general nominalist conception under which money has 
no intrinsic value but is merely a claim on goods, and it circulates 
because it is generally acceptable as a medium of exchange. The 
acceptance of this principle does not necessarily lead, however, to the 
acceptance of the State theory. Many nominalists hold the view that 
money originated, not through a proclamation of State, but through 
social usage or trade practices. Marshall, in an attempt to combine the 
two nominalist conceptions, stated that the requirements of money 
“can be satisfied by anything which has obtained adequate prestige 
from custom or from the edict of a public authority, even though it is 
not capable of performing any other direct service and would be value- 
less but for this prestige .” 1 

Knapp’s State theory of money succeeded in overshadowing how- 
ever, the other aspects of the nominalist conception. It was endorsed 
by many leading monetary theorists in Germany and abroad. Knapp’s 
fundamental principle according to which “money is a creature of law” 
has already been dealt with to some extent in our chapter on the political 
origin of money. In the present chapter we are not concerned with the 
role of State in the origin of money hut with its influence on the value 
of money. From the point of view with which we are concerned, 
Knapp’s theory is interpreted in two different ways. According to some 
interpretations, Knapp’s State theory merely claims that the State is 

‘Marshall, pp. 15-16, 
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able to determine the nominal value of a newly created monetary unit 
and to link it to the old unit by means of a fixed parity. According to 
another interpretation, Knapp implies that the State is in a position 
actually to determine the purchasing power of its monetary unit by 
accepting it in payment at a fixed value, by making payments with the 
aid of it at a fixed value, and by making its acceptance by private 
individuals compulsory. 

In reality Knapp was more concerned with providing an explanation 
for the validity of money than for its value. His basic theory does not 
claim that the State has the power to fix the value of its currency. Such 
a claim would have become reduced to absurdity in the light of the 
German inflationist experience after the first World War. All he claims 
is that the State alone can secure the free acceptance of an object in 
discharge of liabilities. 

Even this less ambitious claim is not borne out by the facts of the 
evidence concerning primitive money. There are innumerable historical 
and ethnological instances to show that both primitive and advanced 
communities used various primitive currencies with or without any 
intrinsic value in the absence of any act of State decreeing these objects 
to be legally money. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that an act of 
State is capable of increasing greatly the acceptability of a monetary 
object. Even if a currency has no intrinsic value whatever, the possibility 
of its use for payments to the political authority goes a long way towards 
making it acceptable. If it has also some intrinsic value, then its validity 
for political payments should greatly increase its acceptability for non- 
political payments at a nominal value in excess of its intrinsic value, 
and even in excess of the value it would have possessed on the basis of 
purely commercial supply and demand. 

This argument is carried very far by some monetary theorists who 
claim that acceptance of a money in taxation virtually amounts to its 
convertibility by the State. 1 Although this argument may be exaggerated 
there can be no doubt that the acceptance of an object for political 
payment tends materially to increase its value, whether it is a fiduciary 
currency or a currency with full intrinsic value. 

Payments made by the State to its employees and others also tends 
to reinforce the acceptability of the unit in which the payment is made. 
A much more important factor is the intervention of the State to make 
its acceptance compulsory in payments between private individuals. 
Together with its acceptance in political payments and with its use for 
payments by the State, this role should ensure the acceptability of a 
monetary object in all but extremely abnormal circumstances. It should 
also largely contribute towards influencing its purchasing power, 
increasing it above its intrinsic value. 

“Rudolf Kaulla, Die Grundlagcn des Geldwertes, p. 36. Quoted by Ellis, p. 39. 
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Having said all that, it is necessary to emphasize, however, that far- 
reaching as the powers of the State are in the monetary sphere, it is not 
in a position to determine the purchasing power of money merely by 
accepting it, making payments in it and decreeing it acceptable to others. 
Although by such means the State is in a position to increase the accept- 
ability of money, and also to raise its value above the level at which it 
would have been in the absence of such measures, this does not mean 
that the State has an entirely free hand in determining its value at will. 
In normal or even moderately abnormal conditions this end could be 
achieved to a high degree if the assistance of price control and various 
devices of monetary policy were also enlisted. When, however, powerful 
economic forces are at work against the maintenance of the purchasing 
power of money at the level desired by the State, then all these means are 
powerless to enforce its will. All it can ensure is that liabilities can and 
must be discharged with the aid of legal tender money at par. The con- 
traction of new liabilities, however, might take place at prices which 
wauld materially alter the purchasing power of the legal tender money. 

The above observations are in accordance with experience with 
primitive money. The earliest amongst them is the experience of Baby- 
lonia. All the efforts made by the State to maintain the value of silver 
at an artificial parity in relation to barley failed under the pressure of 
economic influences which were stronger than the will of the State. 

In all fairness to Knapp it must be admitted that while some of Ms 
followers sought to claim omnipotence for the State in the sphere of 
determining the value of money, he himself never put forward such 
ambitious claims. What he claimed was that the State was in a position 
to determine the value of new monetary units in terms of the old mone- 
tary unit. This is beyond doubt correct as far as primitive moneys are 
concerned. During the 19th century, the native rulers of Uganda adop- 
ted a new currency in the form of very badly finished blue beads. They 
equated it to the old currency at the rate of one bead to one ivory disk, 
in spite of the fact that the intrinsic value of the ivory disk was incom- 
parably higher than that of the beads. 

In instances in which the new unit replaced altogether the old one, 
the State by fixing a parity between them was in a position to determine 
the number of new units required for the discharge of liabilities in old 
units. At the actual moment of the adoption of the new unit, prices 
probably corresponded to the official parity. This did not prevent prices, 
however, from rising or falling a few weeks, or a few days, or even a 
few minutes after the change. The fact that the State has the power to 
determine the parity between the new unit and the old does not mean 
that it has the power to determine the purchasing power of the new unit 
any more than it could determine that of the old unit. In Ancient 
Greece when two sheep were equated to one drachma, it meant that 
liabilities that existed at the moment of the change could be discharged 
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at that rate. It did not mean that from that time onwards prices re- 
mained for any length of time exactly as they were before allowing for 
the parity of two to one. 

From the foregoing it appears that the most important aspect of 
Knapp’s theory from the point of view of its bearing on primitive 
mpney is that action by the State is capable of raising the value of a 
currency by increasing its acceptability. Those who make the State 
theory their special study might with benefit to themselves and to their 
subject make a detailed investigation of the lessons derived from ex- 
perience with primitive money. The extent to which the State theory is 
capable of explaining the value of primitive money, as distinct from its 
validity, depends on the relative importance of political and non- 
political payments in a given community. Where political payments 
predominate the value of money is largely derived from its acceptability 
for such payments. On the other hand, in highly commercialized com- 
munities, where payments arising from trade are of overwhelming 
importance, the supply and demand theory, quantity theory, quality 
theory and cost of production theory are much more capable of 
explaining the behaviour of primitive money than the State theory. 


CHAPTER 23 

Gresham’s law 

The principle that bad money drives out good money operates in two 
distinct senses. During periods of debasement the debased currencies 
are apt to remain in circulation while the full-valued currencies are apt 
to disappear through hoarding, industrial use or export. In another 
sense, if two or more different kinds of currencies are legal tender, 
and have a fixed ratio in relation to each other, then the one which is 
over-valued compared with its free market price is apt to remain in 
circulation while the under-valued one is likely to disappear. There are 
many instances in the evidence on the behaviour of primitive currencies 
to show that Gresham’s Law applies to them in both senses. On the 
other hand, in many other instances primitive currencies have defied 
Gresham’s Law. 

Debasement was a fairly widespread practice in communities using 
primitive currencies. It was practised both by the authorities and by the 
members of the communities themselves, according to whether the 
currency was issued by the State authority or not. It is well known that 
in African communities which use cattle as a currency there is a tendency 
towards deterioration in quality. Since in many communities cattle 
change hands by number, everyone tries to use the worst animals for 
payment, and to retain the better specimens. On the other hand, in 
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communities where the unit is not actual cattle but an “ideal” standard 
specimen of a certain age and size, endowed with certain qualities, and 
livestock changes hands not simply by number but according to its 
value in terms of the ideal unit, bad cattle need not necessarily drive out 
good cattle. 

Another instance of the operation of Gresham’s Law is provided J?y 
Burma where until comparatively recently rice served as a medium of 
exchange, and only inferior rice remained in circulation. Yet another 
instance of the same kind is that of tobacco currency in Virginia, the 
use of which led to a marked deterioration of the quality of tobacco 
produced for the requirements of monetary circulation. Since for a 
long time it was the quantity that mattered, tobacco of inferior quality 
was grown in town back gardens, and even professional planters did 
not exert themselves to produce good quality tobacco. Whatever good 
tobacco there was produced was consumed or exported. Tobacco 
rejected by the merchants tended to remain in circulation. The abuse 
was mitigated by the supervision of tobacco bales by Government 
inspectors, but was not eliminated altogether. This is true also of other 
commodities serving as currencies in the old American colonies. There 
was also a tendency for inferior, badly strung or faked wampum to 
remain in circulation among the colonists, for the simple reason that in 
trade with the Indians only perfect specimens were accepted. 

The working of the cigarette standard in prisoners’ camps during the 
second World War also illustrated the functioning of Gresham’s Law. 
Usually the cigarettes of favourite brands disappeared; they were either 
consumed or hoarded. Only less popular brands of hand-filled cigarettes 
remained in circulation. 

The operation of Gresham’s Law in primitive communities is not so 
clear in instances where two or more currencies were in general use. In 
many instances, the use of various kinds of currencies was limited to 
well-defined purposes. For instance, in the Code of Hammurabi certain 
payments were prescribed to be made in silver and others in grain. For 
this reason, it was possible in Babylonia to maintain both media of 
exchange in circulation, even though one or the other was bound to 
become over-valued from time to time. They could not be used alter- 
natively, but each only in its respective sphere. Generally speaking, grain 
was used in rural districts and silver in towns. 

In present-day or recent primitive communities a limitation on the use 
of various kinds of currencies circulating at the same time has been 
practised by tribal authority. Ivory, slaves or rifles were used for the 
purchase of high-glass goods, while beads, cloth or brass rods were used 
for cheaper purchases. They would not be used alternatively. Obviously 
in such situations Gresham’s Law could not operate. In many instances 
there was a traditionally fixed ratio between various currencies in use 
at the same time in the same community. Such was the force of tradition 
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that they remained in use side by side over long periods in the absence 
of any legal authority to enforce the parity, even though one became 
grossly over-valued in terms of the other. Nevertheless there are other 
instances in which the under-valued currency tended to disappear. 

The operation of Gresham’s Law in primitive communities is at 
tijnes apt to be handicapped by the lack of adequate export facilities. 
The use of some primitive currencies is confined to a particular com- 
munity and cannot be exported at all. In several instances the cost of 
transport is so high that arbitrage could not take advantage of the 
difference between the internal and external valuations of the currencies. 
This is particularly true of the heavy iron or brass rod currencies of 
Africa, or of weapons and utensils made of these materials. They 
represent such enormous weight that it would be impossible to export 
them, so that they are apt to remain m circulation even if their value is 
considerably lower than their commercial price outside the community. 
For the same reason it is impracticable for arbitrage to take advantage 
of over-valuation of such heavy currencies. In backward parts of Indo- 
china, iron bars were valued during the last century at several times 
the world market price of iron. 

The dual character of many primitive currencies facilitates the 
operation of Gresham’s Law, If one of the several currencies in use 
becomes over-valued it is apt to become diverted to non-monetary use 
and the under-valued currencies remain in circulation. 


CHAPTER 24 

PRICE LEVELS IN SEMI-NATURAL ECONOMIES 

The foregoing chapters attempted to assess the extent to which the 
principal modern monetary theories can be applied for the explanation 
of changes in the value of primitive money. We saw that each one of 
them contains part of the explanation required, and that their com- 
bination should go a long way towards explaining price tendencies in 
communities using primitive money. It does not go, however, the whole 
way. Primitive monetary systems have several fundamental characteris- 
tics that differ materially from those of modern monetary systems. 
Accordingly, it is essential to elaborate the rules of the behaviour of 
primitive money due to those peculiar characteristics. The most 
important among them may be summed up as follows: — 

1, In primitive communities a large proportion of trade is transacted 
by barter in spite of the existence of some form of money, 

2. A large proportion of primitive currencies is of a dual character, 
as they serve both monetary and non-monetary purposes, 
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3. There are usually several types of primitive currencies in simul- 
taneous use m primitive communities, 

4. The scope of most primitive moneys is much more limited than 
that of modem money. 

Our task in this chapter is to examine how in a community based 
partly on natural economy and partly on a primitive monetary economy 
changes in the volume of money tend to affect the price level. There 
are many instances of such mixed economies. Indeed, according to 
Dopsch and many other authorities, there has never been a pure slate 
of natural economy or a pure state of monetary economy. Even to-day, 
and even in the most advanced communities, certain payments are still 
made in kind. The difference between the relative extent of natural and 
monetary economies m various phases of history is largely one of 
degree. Differences of degree should not be underrated, however, for 
they may be substantial enough to amount in practice to a difference 
in kind. At the risk of appearing paradoxical, one might even suggest 
that the difference between a difference of degree and one of kind is 
merely one of degree. The slight degree of natural economy that has 
survived in modern communities may safely be ignored by modern 
monetary theory; on the other hand, it must be taken into account in 
primitive communities. 

There can be no question of a price level in a community with natural 
economy because there is no common denominator in which the prices 
of goods and services can he expressed. The price of each commodity 
in terms of other commodities, in so far as it is not determined by 
tradition or by law, is determined by supply and demand, relative costs 
of production, the degree of personal preferences of the bargaining 
parties, the degree of superfluity of the surplus offered for sale, and the 
relative urgency of their needs for each others’ products. This latter 
factor is particularly important. Primitive man, being anything but the 
‘‘economic man” of the textbooks, may allow himself to be influenced 
in his barter transactions by entirely unreasonable considerations, and 
the prices arrived at may depart widely from the supply and demand 
equilibrium level and’ frorri the level determined by cost of production 
plus reasonable profit. In any case, supply and demand only operate in 
reasonably good markets. Savages engaged in bargaining have often no 
means of knowing how far the price they ask or offer corresponds to the 
correct price arising from the total supply and demand in their com- 
munity. Very often theirs is an isolated transaction, and neither party 
knows how much the next door neighbour will give for their goods. 
As for cost of production, any possible comparison between the working 
time spent on the one good and the other is bound to be quite rudimen- 
tary. No profit is likely to be added to it in tbeir mental calculation (if 
any). Primitive man does not barter for the sake of profits; he barters 
because he has a surplus of some goods and a need of other goods. The 
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size of his unwanted surplus and the urgency of his need for the goods 
of others are the determining factors. 

Theoretically speaking, under barter there is not one price level but 
many price levels — one in terms of each commodity actively exchanged 
against other goods. Each price level is Influenced by the volume of the 
respective goods m terms of which it is expressed, and also by the 
volume of all other goods. In this respect the difference between mone- 
tary economy and barter economy is that the volume of any particular 
type of goods is liable to wider fluctuations than the volume of money, 
unless it fulfils the role of store of value in which case hoarding and de- 
hoarding tends to moderate changes in its active supply. The economic 
significance of the multiple price levels under barter is small, unless 
there is one commodity of outstanding importance, in which case the 
chances are that it becomes adopted as a medium of exchange, or at 
least as a standard of value. In so far as barter is transacted with the aid 
of an abstract unit of account the price level cannot change for mone- 
tary causes. If, however, the unit of account is also a medium of barter, 
then the volume of the commodity selected for that purpose tends 
to affect the price level in the same way as if it were a medium of 
exchange. 

Our present problem is to examine the behaviour of a medium of 
exchange which is only used for part of the trade turnover, the rest of 
the turnover being effected by pure barter without the intermediary of 
any standard of value. In such mixed economies the use of money is 
either limited to the purchase of certain articles, or to certain parts of 
the community, or it is m all-round but limited use. If the use of money 
is limited to certain goods then the quantity theory applies to some 
extent within the narrow sphere in which the money is used. In this 
respect the position is the same as in instances of multiple currencies, 
when any one of the currencies is used for certain limited purposes 
only. 

If the use of money is limited to certain parts of the community then 
from a theoretical point of view it fulfils its normal functions in its 
narrow sphere. From the point of view of the value of money the 
sections of the community winch use no money can be ignored. In so 
far as they trade with the money-using sections the transactions play 
the same part as do imports and exports. The position is more com- 
plicated if the same sections of the community transact business 
partly by barter or with the aid of money. If goods and services can be 
either bought or bartered then the relative prices of goods in relation- 
ship to each other need not be affected proportionately by changes in 
the volume of money. The extent of the effect depends mainly on the 
extent to which the community is based on a monetary economy. If the 
method of exchange is overwhelmingly one of barter, an increase in the 
volume of money produces a relatively strong effect, for the volume 
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of goods on which the increase produces its effect is limited. Prices 
expressed in the currency concerned would soar. Since, however, the 
bulk of the communities’ trade is done by barter such an increase would 
not materially affect the community as a whole. 

As a rule the relative extent of monetary and natural economies is 
liable to changes, and changes m the volume or value of money are 
liable to affect it. A moderate lise in prices through an expansion in the 
volume of money would tend to increase the proportion of monetary 
economy to natural economy, because an increased number of people 
would be tempted by higher prices to sell against money rather than to 
barter their goods and services. Conversely a decline in prices due to 
monetary causes would lead towards an increase in the relative impor- 
tance of natural economy. This phenomenon is noticeable also in 
primitive communities using modern money. During the depression of 
the ’thirties, the sharp decline of prices of native products in many 
parts of the world resulted in a reluctance to accept lower prices in 
money, and many people reverted to barter. This elasticity of the ratio 
between natural economy and monetary economy tends to absorb the 
shocks caused by the fluctuation in the volume of money. If, however, a 
rising trend of prices assumes considerable dimensions, it is apt to 
produce the opposite effect to that indicated above. Fear of further 
depreciation would induce sellers of goods and services to insist on 
payment in kind and the relative importance of money economy would 
thus decline. A persistent and substantial fall of prices, through leading 
to the realization that money is a good thing to receive, would tend to 
increase the relative importance of money economy. 

Very often a limitation in the use of money is brought about purely 
by its scarcity. Any increase in its quantity would tend to remove this 
cause and to increase the relative importance of monetary economy in 
the community. Any decline in the quantity of money would force the 
community to revert to natural economy to an increasing extent. In this 
respect there is no material difference between primitive and modern 
communities. Even a community using modem money may be forced 
to revert to natural economy, if it suffers from a shortage of currency 
that would otherwise paralyse or hinder its economic activities. In 
many modem societies there are remote economically backward dis- 
tricts where money is scarce and where natural economy exists to a 
large degree even though they are at a culturally advanced stage. Money 
is reserved for certain payments which have to be made in money. In 
order to avoid the risk of being unable to meet such money liabilities, 
buyers are only prepared to pay with goods or services. The scarcity of 
money in such communities does not affect the relative prices in the 
turnover in kind. If, however, the supply of money is inferior to the 
amount that must be paid in money, then goods and services are apt to 
be sold at very low prices against money payment, in order to secure 
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the urgently needed cash. Such forced sales might m given circumstances 
interfere with the equilibrium of barter ratios. 

A rise in prices resulting from a rise in the cost of production due to 
non-monetary causes may produce different results from a rise caused 
by an increased volume of money. For the volume of money available 
may cease to be sufficient for paying higher prices, in which case part of 
the goods is bartered instead of being sold. Conversely, a fall in prices 
due to non-monetary causes tends to make money supplies more com- 
fortable and tends to expand the use of money and to reduce that of 
barter. 

In any community where barter and the payment for services in kind 
is practised on any noteworthy scale it would be impossible to compile 
even in theory an equation of exchange. The goods side of the equation 
would always be extremely elastic and uncertain, owing to the ever- 
present possibility of diverting goods and services from the realm of 
money economy to that of natural economy and vice versa. 


CHAPTER 25 

DUAL CHARACTER OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

We saw in the chapter on the quantity theory that the effect of changes 
in the quantity of money on the price level is apt to be vitiated by the 
dual part played by primitive money, serving, as it often does, as goods 
as well as money. The equation which seeks to prove that price levels 
are determined by the quantity of money, its velocity of circulation and 
the volume of trade, is often inapplicable to primitive money, for the 
reason that a commodity-currency is liable to appear on both sides of 
the equation. That is, a given quantity of commodities cannot at any 
given moment be both money and goods, but it might at any moment 
be switched over from its one use to the other. Very often holders of the 
monetary commodity themselves do not know whether they intend to 
consume their goods or to use them in payment for purchases. This 
means that even if we possessed full figures about the volume of the 
monetary commodity at a given moment, we would have no means 
of knowing how much of it will eventually be used for monetary 
purposes. In this respect many types of primitive money differ funda- 
mentally from modern money. The fact that they are not “a thing unto 
themselves in contradistinction to everything else” is apt to modify 
their behaviour materially. This particular difference between qualities 
inherent in primitive and modern money is probably more important 
than any other from the point of view of monetary theory. Some writers 
have sought to overcome this difficulty by laying down the rule that any 
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object that has a nonmonetary use is thus disqualified from being 
regarded as money. Since, however, many objects of practical use fulfil 
obvious monetary functions this attitude amounts to taking an easy 
way out of a theoretical difficulty by simply shirking it instead of facing 
it. It is not very helpful to evade a problem by narrowing our definition 
in order to exclude an awkward point from the scope of our enquiry. 

In any case, the discrimination between currencies serving exclusively 
monetary purposes and those serving also non-monetary purposes is 
largely artificial. Even coined money cannot be said to have no non- 
monetary use. After all, coins are used as ornaments in India and else- 
where, and they can be melted down for industrial purposes. It would 
he impossible to state at any given moment how much of the gold and 
silver coins hoarded by the Indian people is likely to serve monetary 
purposes, and how much retains permanently the role of ornaments. To 
carry this argument to extremes, it is possible to claim that even paper 
money has its non-monetary use since it can be pulped, or be used for 
wall-paper, or for the decoration of screens, as the million mark notes 
were used to some extent after the inflationary period in Germany in the 
’twenties. There is admittedly a considerable difference in degree 
between the non-monetary use of primitive and modem money. Never- 
theless, the fact that modem money is not disqualified by its non- 
monetary use from being regarded as money may be quoted against the 
purists who want to exclude commodity currencies from the scope of 
monetary theory. 

If wheat or rice played exclusively a monetary role in the communities 
concerned, then it would behave substantially in the same way as a 
metallic currency. Its value would respond to the factors that influence 
the value of modern money. Since, however, it combines the role of 
money with that of the staple product, and since it is usually not the 
sole currency employed by the community, its behaviour is liable to be 
affected by factors for which modem monetary theory does not allow. 

Non-monetary demand is apt to assume an important part among the 
factors determining the value of money. This demand may be caused by 
changes in the trend of home consumption and also by changes in export 
possibilities. Modem monetary economists occasionally engage in 
speculation about the effect of a cessation of demand for gold abroad, 
but such hypothetical questions are not likely to assume practical 
importance, and can be disregarded in examining the prospects of the 
purchasing power of a gold currency in the near future. On the other 
hand, 17th century monetary experts in America had good practical 
reason for envisaging the effect of the slackening of European demand 
for beaver skins on the beaver skin currency of their country. The 
changed situation was entirely due to non-monetary influences. 

As a rule a good crop in the staple products results in an all-round 
increase in the local consumption of those products, if there are also 



DUAL CHARACTER OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 427 

staple consumers’ goods. Not only are the producers themselves liable 
to consume more wheat owing to their increased prosperity, but also 
other classes benefiting indirectly by that prosperity. In that case the 
increase in the monetary supply of wheat, after the growers have 
retained their sowing seed and food reserves, and others have made their 
initial purchases, will be much less than the amount corresponding to 
the increase of the crop. 

Let us now examine the effect of an increase in the crop of a staple 
product serving monetary purposes on the assumption that a large part 
of the surplus is regularly exported. If the good crop is due to local 
conditions then the producers and exporters of the staple product are 
able to satisfy their requirements for imported goods and the community 
will remain in possession of a large quantity of the monetary commodity 
for internal purposes. As a result, demand for internal non-monetary 
products will be high, and prices will rise. If the crop of the monetary 
product is bad abroad, so that the price rises and there is a strong 
demand, then the internal price of non-monetary goods is likely to rise, 
not only because the internal non-monetary value of the object in 
question tends to move in sympathy with its external value, but also 
because exceptionally large exports will deplete the supply available for 
internal monetary purposes. 

If, on the other hand, the crop of the staple monetary commodity 
is better abroad than at home, and its price abroad falls, then the 
internal price level will tend to fall, partly because producers, being 
unable to sell their goods profitably abroad, are prepared to part with 
them in return for smaller quantities of non-monetary goods at home, 
and partly because in the absence of large exports the internal monetary 
supply is likely to be relatively large. 

The value of monetary commodities which have a world market price 
is liable to be determined largely by that price, not by the fluctuations 
of its quantity within the producing country. No matter how large the 
crop may be, if the excess can be exported at world market prices there 
is no reason why its value within the producing community should 
decline below that level. On the other hand, a drop in the world market 
price reacts on the purchasing power of the commodity currency within 
the exporting community, even if its quantity there should remain 
unchanged. Needless to say, in primitive conditions substantial dis- 
crepancies are apt to arise. 

If several currencies are in use then the behaviour of the commodity 
currency is determined by its relative importance amongst them, and by 
the relative importance of its monetary and non-monetary functions. 
In Babylonia, there was a secular trend of depreciation of silver in terms 
of commodities. Although barley was a currency, it moved in sympathj 
with the other commodities, and appreciated in terms of silver. In Japai 
rice tended to move in sympathy with other commodities and not witl 
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modern money; even though it was a currency, its important non- 
monetary role as a staple product and as a staple article of consumption 
made it behave like a commodity. 

An interesting question is whether, when a commodity plays a dual 
role, its monetary supply is determined by non-monetary demands, or 
must non-monetary requirements be satisfied with what is left over ^ifter 
meeting monetary requirements. There are instances in both senses. In 
18th century Brazil when cotton was currency, business men complained 
that, owing to its monetary use, cotton was short for non-monetary 
requirements. On the other hand, we saw in the chapter on Gresham’s 
Law that an under- valued commodity currency is apt to be diverted to 
non-monetary uses. 

In many communities fluctuations in the crops fail to affect price 
levels in either way, owing to the strength of tradition by which prices 
are maintained for geneiations. The extent to which this factor operates 
varies widely, and this is one of the reasons why the working of primitive 
monetary systems depends so much on the nature of the community 
operating them. The same is true concerning the operation of Gresham’s 
Law. 


CHAPTER 26 
MULTIPLE CURRENCIES 

The simultaneous use of more than one type of currency in a community 
is not a peculiarity of primitive monetary systems. We encounter it also 
in communities using modern money. The bimetallist system provides 
an outstanding instance; the simultaneous circulation of coins and 
paper money provides another. The difference between these systems 
and the multiplicity of primitive money is that in modern conditions 
the different types of currency usually form part of the same system. 
They are related to each other with a fixed parity on the basis of which 
they are, in theory at any rate, convertible into each other. In normal 
conditions the several modem currencies in circulation can usually be 
used indiscriminately, and for this reason there is no buying or selling 
of one currency against the other. The different currencies are practically 
like different units of the same system. It is their grand total that is 
liable to determine the value of a unit in terms of goods, and the fluctua- 
tion of the relative quantities within that total does not tend to affect 
the price leyel. 

Under multiple systems of primitive currencies also, there are 
instances in which the currencies are equated to each other by means of 
fixed parities. Even then the position in practice differs from that of 
multiple modem currencies, in so far as one or more of the primitive 
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moneys belong to the category of commodity currencies. In that case 
one currency is apt to be bought and sold against the other. The total 
of primitive currencies in use is then not in contradistinction to the 
total of goods to be bought. The quantity of any one of these currencies 
is in contradistinction to the quantity of goods plus the quantity of 
the other currencies. 

For instance, in Medieval Scandinavia cattle, cloth and precious 
metals by weight were used as currencies with fixed parities between 
them. Cattle was used for buying not only non-monetary goods but 
also cloth and metals. Cloth bought cattle and metals as well as non- 
monetary goods. And metals bought cattle and cloth m addition to 
non-monetary goods. Consequently an equation of exchange with cattle, 
cloth and metals on the money side and everything else on the goods 
side would present a false picture; for a large part of any of the three 
monetary commodities was liable to become neutralized at any time 
through purchases for non-monetary purposes against payment in 
another monetary commodity. 

In spite of the existence of fixed parities between them, commodity 
currencies largely play the part of commodities pure and simple. The 
relative importance of their non-monetary character is apt to be even 
higher in the absence of fixed parities. 

In any case, the existence of a fixed ratio under the primitive monetary 
system means something different from its existence under a modern 
monetary system. It very seldom means that the one currency is freely 
convertible into the other. Convertibility in practice often operates in 
one way but not in the other way. More frequently there is no question 
of real convertibility, merely of the possibility of the alternative use of 
the currencies, on the basis of their fixed parities, for the settlement of 
liabilities. Even this use is often limited. Their actual exchange value 
is liable to deviate materially from their official parity, in which case 
sellers of goods and lenders of money are inclined to stipulate payment 
in a definite form. If two or more currencies are legal tender and their 
parity is officially fixed — as in Liberia where palm oil and kernel could 
be used optionally for payments — then the less valuable amongst them 
will be used for the discharge of liabilities. This is not the same thing 
by any means as the free convertibility of two currencies under a modem 
monetary system. 

If the parity fixed between primitive currencies is effective, the situa- 
tion is somewhat similar to that of a modern community where partial 
price control is in operation. Let us take an example of an African 
community where salt and guinea-cloth are both currencies and are 
equated to each other with an effective fixed parity. If the quantity of 
salt currency increases the price level tends to rise. Owing to the opera- 
tion of the fixed parity the price of guinea-cloth in terms of salt cannot 
rise, and for this reason the price of everything else in terms of salt tends 



. 430 THEORETICAL— THE VALUE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

to rise more than it would have risen if the price of guinea-cloth had 
also been allowed to rise. This situation may best be compared with 
that prevailing in most countries during and immediately after the 
second World War. Owing to the fact that the price of a number of 
important articles was not allowed to rise, the increased purchasing 
power was brought to bear on the uncontrolled goods to a much larger 
degree than it would have been if the price of all goods had been allowed 
to move freely. Since those who had more money did not have to spend 
more on controlled goods, they were in a position to increase their 
demand for uncontrolled goods, and bid up the prices of the latter to a 
much greater extent than they would have done if a considerable part 
of their larger purchasing power had been absorbed by an all-round rise 
in prices which would have taken place in the absence of a partial 
control. 

When no fixed parities exist between the primitive currencies, or if 
the fixed parities are not effective, then in the circumstances described 
above guinea-cloth currency would appreciate in terms of salt currency 
in sympathy with the general rise in the prices in terms of salt currency. 
Prices in terms of guinea-cloth currency, on the other hand, would tend 
to remain unchanged. This means that in the absence of an effective 
parity there would be several independent price levels within the same 
community. It is conceivable that, while prices in salt currency rise, 
prices in guinea-cloth currency would fall. 

In a modern community with gold and silver coins in circulation the 
effect of a rise in the volume of gold coins on the general price level 
might in theory be offset by a corresponding fall in the volume of silver 
coins, in which case there would be no change in the price level. In a 
country using primitive currencies without any effective parity between 
them the effect of a rise in the quantity of one of them on the price level 
is not offset by a corresponding fall in the quantity of the other. The 
result of such a situation is simply that the two price levels move in 
opposite directions, provided of course that the two currencies can be 
used more or less indiscriminately for the same purposes. 

The situation is totally different, however, if each of the currencies is 
limited in scope and can only be used for the purchase of certain cate- 
gories of goods. An expansion of cowries, for instance, would only 
affect the prices of goods of small value in a community where guinea- 
cloth is used for the purchase of goods of medium value and slaves for 
the purchase of highly valuable goods. About this aspect of multiple 
primitive currencies more will be said in the next chapter. 

Even if there is an effective fixed parity between the currencies it is 
usually liable to adjustment. In face of strong pressure due to the 
expansion of one of the currencies the chances are that the parities will 
be changed sooner or later. This was done at frequent intervals during 
periods of cowrie inflations. In communities where cowries had fixed 
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parities with other currencies these parities were often found to be 
entirely untenable and unworkable, and had to be adjusted. 

Changes in the relative cost of production of the currencies used 
within the same community are also liable to affect their parities, though 
not so easily as changes in their relative quantities. Likewise, changes 
in the quality of one of several of the currencies through debasement or 
deterioration is also liable to upset the equilibrium between them. In 
either case Gresham’s Law is likely to operate, and the least valuable 
of the currencies is likely to be used extensively in payment whenever 
possible. 

It seems justified to conclude that, unless there are fixed and effective 
parities between currencies that can be used indiscriminately, only the 
least valuable, or rather the most highly over-valued, amongst them 
fulfills effectively the part of money. The others largely assume the role 
of commodities with officially but ineffectively fixed prices. In that case 
the price level in the community concerned is apt to be determined not 
by the total volume of all currencies but by that of the one currency 
which functions effectively. 


CHAPTER 27 
LIMITED CURRENCIES 

The limitation of the use of a currency tends to affect its value unfavour- 
ably. As a general rule, the more restricted the use of a primitive money 
the smaller its surplus value in excess of its intrinsic value arising from 
its monetary use. We saw before that every object tends to appreciate 
above its noil-monetary value through its adoption for monetary use. 
If, however, its monetary use is limited then its appreciation due to that 
factor also tends to be moderate. 

Let us first examine the limitations in the use of money due to the 
separation of its functions. If an object is used as a standard of value 
only and has no other monetary functions, this in itself should not cause 
an increase in its value. In practice, however, such an object is usually 
employed also as a standard of deferred payments, in which case there 
may be a tendency towards its accumulation by debtors for the purpose 
of making subsequent payments to creditors. As debts are constantly 
maturing, and preparations for their repayment are constantly being 
made, a certain amount of the objects concerned would thus be perma- 
nently withheld from non-monetary circulation, and this would tend to 
raise their value. 

The use of an object as a medium of exchange or as a store of value 
tends to raise its value to a much larger degree. If it serves actively as a 
medium of exchange then a substantial quantity is bound to be with- 
held for non-monetary use in order to satisfy monetary requirements. 
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A time lag is always bound to elapse between the acceptance of the 
monetary commodity and its spending. The length of this time lag is 
determined by the density of the population, the relative degree of 
commercial activity, and many other factors affecting the velocity of 
circulation of the currency. In many backward communities the circula- 
tion of the medium of exchange is liable to be sluggish. This means that 
a relatively large proportion of the supply of the monetary object is 
likely to remain permanently withheld, and this will tend to raise its 
value above its non-monetary value. The extent to which this factor is 
liable to affect the value of primitive money is not determined by the 
absolute figure of the amount withheld, but by its tendency. The value 
of the monetary object tends to rise when the amount withheld for 
monetary purposes is on the increase. The tendency may become re- 
versed if for some reason the requirements for monetary purposes 
decline. 

The use of the monetary object as a store of value means that con- 
siderable quantities of it aie hoarded. Moreover, such a use tends to 
play the part of a shock-absorber. If an object is only used as a medium 
of exchange its value is liable to fluctuate widely, for an increase in its 
quantity is apt to translate itself into an increase of the demand for 
goods. If, on the other hand, the object in question is also a favourite 
store of value then it is possible that the surplus disappears sooner or 
later through being added to the existing hoards. 

The use of an object as a means of unilateral payment also tends to 
increase its value, owing to the need for keeping a supply of those 
objects handy for the purpose of such payments. The value of an object 
which serves exclusively as a means of unilateral payment is not so 
sensitive towards changes in its quantity as the value of an object serving 
as a medium of exchange. Unilateral payments are usually fixed fairly 
rigidly and their amount does not react to such an extent to supply and 
demand as prices payable for goods and services do. In the long run and 
in face of major changes in the quantities, however, adjustment of the 
scales of unilateral payment is likely to be effected. 

Let us now examine the effects of the limitations of the use of a 
monetary object as a medium of exchange on its value. If the geographi- 
cal sphere in which it circulates as a medium of exchange is restricted, 
then its value is liable to fluctuate widely even through comparatively 
small changes in its quantity. On the other hand, the effect of a change 
in its quantity is liable to become dispersed if the money is in circulation 
over a wide area. 

Ethnographical limitations to the use of a money are also liable to 
increase the degree of its sensitiveness towards unsettling factors. If a 
currency is used exclusively in dealings with white traders then its value 
is often at the mercy of the latter. The market being narrow, it can 
easily be influenced. If, on the other hand, a currency is used exclusively 
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for internal purposes, the absence of an export market to act as a shock 
absorber is liable to render it sensitive towards changes in its quantity 
or quality, or in its cost of production, unless these factors are neutral- 
ized by the fundamental conservatism of a primitive community. 

Social limitations to the use of primitive money tend to increase the 
degjee of its reactions to disturbing factors by narrowing down the 
sphere of its use. This rule does not hold good, however, for money the 
use of which is confined to chiefs and members of the ruling classes in 
general. The possession and use of such money confers prestige on its 
holder and user, and for this reason there is likely to be an almost insati- 
able demand for it. Any surplus that reaches the community is likely to 
be absorbed. 

As was pointed out in the last chapter, if separate currencies are used 
for big, medium-sized and small purchases, then changes in the quantity 
of any one of them only affects the prices of the categories of goods and 
services which can be bought with it. In that case there may be conflict- 
ing tendencies between the various sections of the price levels. If the 
use of a currency is limited to the purchase of a small range of goods — 
for instance, luxuries only — then the goods factor tending to affect prices 
is liable to assume considerable relative importance. The wider the 
range of goods which can be bought with the same currency, the higher 
is the relative importance of the money factor as against the goods 
factor. In other words, if a money can be used for buying anything, 
then changes in the supply of some of the categories of goods are not 
liable to affect its value to a high extent unless the total supply of goods 
is affected. If, on the other hand, the money can only buy a few kinds 
of goods, then changes in one or two kinds of goods are liable to affect 
the supply of goods to a relatively high degree, and for this reason they 
are apt to produce a pronounced effect on the average value of the 
monetary unit. There is less chance for the operation of the law of 
averages, through which conflicting changes m the quantities of various 
goods tend to offset each other, thereby largely neutralizing the effect 
of any one change on the value of money. 



PART IV: PRIMITIVE MONETARY POLICY 

CHAPTER 28 

r 

ACTIVE AND PASSIVE ATTITUDE OF THE STATE AUTHORITY 

M onetary policy may be defined as the attitude of the political 
authority towards the monetary system of the community under 
its control, aiming at furthering its own economic interests or 
that of the community. A policy may be either active — when it involves 
decisions to apply measures — or passive — when it involves decisions to 
abstain from applying measures. A passive attitude towards the mone- 
tary system, in order to be considered to form part of a monetary policy, 
must be deliberate. 

The following are the principal measures included within the scope 
of monetary policy: — 

1. Creation of a new monetary system : 

(a) by decreeing the monetary character of an object or unit ; 

(b) by taking practical measures leading to the monetary use of 
an object or unit; 

(c) by confirming and consolidating, either by decree or by 
practical measures, the existence of a money developed under 
private initiative or found in use in a newly-conquered com- 
munity. 

2. Abolition of an existing monetary system : 

(a) by decreeing a change; 

(b) by taking practical measures leading to a change. 

3. Alteration or regulation of the functioning of the monetary system : 
(a) by changing the quantity or quality of the unit serving as 
money; 

(b) by changing the unit of account; 

(c) by changing the quantity of money or preventing a change 
in it; 

(d) by seeking to control prices ; 

(e) by seeking to control interest rates ; 

(f) by fixing or altering the ratio between several moneys that 
may exist simultaneously; 

(g) by fixing, altering, or seeking to influence the exchange rate 
between the local money and outside money; 

(h) by regulating the sphere in which the money is to function. 
Deliberate passive attitude of the political authorities may affect the 
monetary system and its functioning by allowing private initiative or 
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local custom a freehand in adopting new money, altering it, terminating its 
use, regulating its functioning in any of the ways indicated under (3) above. 

Although we are accustomed to think of monetary policy as some- 
thing essentially modern, it is justifiable to apply the term also to 
primitive money in primitive as well as modern communities. Any of 
the problems covered in the above summary are liable to arise in primi- 
tive communities or in advanced communities using primitive money. 

It seems probable that in the majority of instances new systems of 
primitive money came to be adopted without State intervention. It is 
true, during the earliest phases of monetary evolution the overwhelming 
importance of pohtical transactions compared with that of commercial 
transactions resulted in the initiation of means of payment by the action 
of the political authorities. On the other hand, at a later phase, with the 
development of trade the initiative in originating moneys passed from 
the hands of the authorities to those of private interests. The question is, 
are we justified in claiming that the passive attitude of the tribal or 
State authorities in face of such adoption of new monetary systems for 
commercial purposes constituted passive monetary policy? It seems 
reasonable to assume that in most instances where money developed on 
private initiative the passivity of the State authority was not deliberate, 
and did not therefore constitute monetary policy. What probably hap- 
pened was that the communities developed their money quite uncon- 
sciously, and the tribal chief or the head of the State was no more aware of 
what was happening than other members of the community. By the time 
they came to realize it, the monetary system was already well established. 

It is conceivable, however, that in a number of instances the State 
authority did realize what was happening, and abstained from inter- 
fering with the course of evolution of a monetary system because it 
considered this a private matter. A similar attitude appears to have been 
taken even by the State authorities of some relatively advanced com- 
munities. For instance, as far as is known, in Ancient Egypt the develop- 
ment of the limited monetary system that was in operation for a very 
long period was entirely a matter of private initiative. The State authority 
was only concerned with the system of natural economy by which it 
collected taxes from the producing classes and distributed rations to the 
non-producers. In view of the advanced degree of civilization achieved 
by Ancient Egypt, and the existence of a very high degree of State inter- 
vention in the economic sphere in general, it seems reasonable to 
assume that the neutrality of the State in the monetary sphere was not 
accidental but was a matter of deliberate policy. Burns was probably 
right in claiming that Egypt avoided the use of coins as long as possible 
as a matter of deliberate policy, 1 not through the ignorance of the State 
authority of what was happening in the monetary sphere. 


^urns, p. 334. 
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The extent of State intervention in the adoption of a monetary system 
depended largely on the way in which this system had originated . Where 
money originated through barter there was no need for intervention 
if money originated in internal trade. Such internal development of a 
favourite medium of barter was probably entirely spontaneous. Like- 
wise if money first developed in internal trade as a unit of account jhe 
chances are that it developed spontaneously. Where money originated 
from external trade, in the majority of instances State authority was 
probably indispensable for its development. More often than not, 
external trade was not regarded as a matter for individuals. Explorers 
and traders often describe their experiences with savage tribes, how they 
negotiated with the chiefs to establish a monetary unit as an actual 
medium of exchange or as a unit of account to facilitate barter. The 
tribes contacted by the explorers usually acted as a single trading unit 
under the lead of their chiefs. In many instances the tribesmen were not 
allowed to trade with the travellers without the chief’s permission. They 
were not allowed to acquire modern goods except through their chief. 
Unauthorized possession of such goods entailed in some instances 
death penalty. In such circumstances the adoption of a monetary 
unit depended on the political authority, and was an act of monetary 
policy. 

Where money originated through its role of a store of value its 
adoption was probably spontaneous. It is for individuals and not for 
the State to decide in what form they will preserve their capital. Never- 
theless it is conceivable that the tribal chief, in choosing objects in which 
to store their own wealth or the tribal wealth, set a fashion followed by 
many individuals. As and when private property took the place of tribal 
common ownership, the objects constituting tribal possessions came to 
be accumulated and stored privately. Whether the choice of store of 
value by the State authority was meant deliberately to set an example to 
members of the tribe is open to doubt. Probably it was not a matter of 
monetary policy. 

We saw in the chapter dealing with the religious origin of money that 
State authority played an important part in the adoption of a standard 
object acceptable for sacrifice. Since, however, the objects chosen as 
sacrificial units were not chosen for monetary or economic reasons, 
the action of Church or State, deliberate as it may have been, cannot be 
regarded as an act of monetary policy. 

It goes without saying that the political origin of money was entirely 
due to active monetary policy. Even though in many instances the State 
may have fixed means of payment for limited purposes only, in effect it 
led to the development of money through deliberate acts of policy, 
either in the form of decreeing the use of certain units for certain pur- 
poses, or by accepting certain objects in payment and using them in 
payment. 
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Bride money developed largely on private initiative, and in so far 
as it gave rise to a monetary unit this cannot be said to be due to mone- 
tary policy. On the other hand, the development of ceremonial payments 
through which money often developed into a medium of exchange, may 
have been largely due to the initiative of the political authority. Even so, 
since the object of such payments was non-economic, such intervention 
cannot be said to constitute an act of monetary policy. In so far as 
money originated through its ornamental use, its development was due 
to private initiative. In this case, as in that of the store of wealth, the 
example set by the chief must have played an important part, but could 
not have been a matter of deliberate policy pursuing monetary ends. 

In instances where primitive money originated through a relapse 
from more advanced money, its adoption was very often spontaneous. 
If a community returned to primitive money it was usually when they 
found advanced money unsatisfactory, because there was not enough 
of it, or because there was too much of it and was depreciating, or 
because it was debased by the State authority, or because of its actual 
or anticipated demonetization by the State authority. In such circum- 
stances the community often took the remedy into its own hands by 
developing a primitive monetary system to supplement the existing 
monetary system or to supplant it. When in the 3rd century a.d. the 
Roman Empire largely reverted to the use of weighed metals owing to 
the debasement of coins, it is probable that this was first done by private 
individuals, though the State subsequently took advantage of it to 
fix taxes and fines in weighed metals instead of in its own debased 
coins. 

In the West Indies and on the North American mainland during the 
early colonial period, a wide variety of primitive currencies was adopted 
spontaneously, though subsequently the monetary use of such currencies 
was confirmed and regulated by the State authority. It was not until 
after the colonists had been using wampum or tobacco or wheat for 
some time as a means of payment that the State authority took action as 
a matter of monetary policy. 

Again, during the French Revolution the public reverted spon- 
taneously to some extent to the use of grain, though subsequently 
efforts were made by the Convention to adopt the system legally. During 
and after the second World War, the cigarette standard was adopted 
everywhere spontaneously in face of the indifference or even disapproval 
of the State authority. 

Political authority intervened in many instances to terminate the use 
of primitive money, in order to replace it either by another kind of 
primitive money or by modern money. This end is achieved either by 
decreeing the use of a new unit instead of the old, or by ceasing to use 
the old unit for payments to and by the State. The earliest historical 
instance of such a termination of a primitive currency was provided by 
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Solon’s Law under which fines in Athens became payable in modem 
money instead of in livestock. Similar changes were brought about by 
early Roman legislation, and by legislation passed by various European 
countries during the Middle Ages. In China various primitive currencies 
were repeatedly demonetized by decree, only to be restored again later. 
In Japan the widespread monetary use of rice was terminated by State 
intervention. 

The colonial authorities in America passed many Acts of Legislation 
repealing earlier laws under which various commodity currencies were 
made legal tender. During the 19th and early 20th centuries the European 
colonizing powers intervened in many instances in order to discourage, 
hinder, and even forbid the use of primitive currencies adopted by the 
native population before the advent of the colonizers, or introduced by 
European traders. 

Primitive State authorities themselves resorted in many instances to 
measures aiming at the demonetization of primitive currencies. In 
Ashanti, for instance, the import of cowries was prohibited, in order 
that they should not compete with locally produced gold dust as the 
currency of the country. When travellers in the interior of Africa found 
that a certain type of primitive currency which until recently was wel- 
comed ceased to be acceptable, in many instances this was due to the 
decision of the chief who wanted to change the local currency. 

In many other instances, on the other hand, the political authority 
simply deliberately refrained from preventing the demonetization of the 
existing primitive currencies when they were replaced on private initia- 
tive by other systems. 

Our next task is to ascertain to what extent the political authority 
took active interest in the maintenance, regulation and modification of 
monetary systems after they had been established, whether by private 
individuals or by the State authority itself. In many cases, the monetary 
system was left to take care of itself, and for a long time it operated 
without any grave disadvantage. But its use must have eventually led to 
difficulties and presumably after an acute crisis or prolonged compli- 
cations State intervention often followed, in the form of changing the 
system or of improving it by regulations. 

There are many instances of State action aiming at influencing the 
quantity of primitive money. They will be dealt with in the chapters on 
expansionary, restrictionist and stabilizationist policies. The political 
authority also frequently adopted policies affecting the quality of money 
even before the phase of coined money was reached. Usually it aimed 
at safeguarding the standard quality of the medium of exchange. Thus 
the early Roman authorities came to stamp the as rude which thereby 
became as signatum. In China a ruler issued models of the utensils 
which had served as a currency, in order to standardize the privately 
produced specimens. In many countries when metals by weight served 
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as currency, the State authority appointed weighing masters to check 
the balances. Assaying, too, came under State supervision. Already in 
the 3rd millenium in Cappadocia preference was given to silver bearing 
the seal of the magistrate. On various Pacific islands the counterfeiting 
of the various primitive currencies was made an offence. In the early 
American colonies the authorities inspected and certified the quality of 
tobacco and other goods serving as a currency. In many instances the 
types of the objects serving as primitive money were subject to Govern- 
ment regulation. Their quantity, shape, size, quality, etc., was defined. 
These regulations were liable to be changed and the political authority 
thus influenced the monetary unit not only in the negative sense of 
safeguarding it but also m a positive sense. 

There are several early instances of price control measures during the 
Ancient period. The records of Babylonia and the Hittite Empire 
produce much interesting documentary evidence concerning this form 
of monetary policy. In many primitive communities prices were rigidly 
fixed, though this may in many instances have been due to traditions 
rather than tribal laws. 

Interest rates, too, were subject to control by early State authority, 
but unless their level was fixed very high their intervention usually 
failed to produce the results aimed at. 

There are many instances of fixing ratios between the various primi- 
tive currencies in use simultaneously in a community, and also for 
fixing ratios between primitive and modern money. In Babylonia the 
ratio between silver and barley was fixed, and was changed from time 
to time. In the Hittite Empire there was a fixed ratio between silver and 
sheep. In Ancient Ireland the three units, slave gills, cattle and grain, 
were related to each other by fixed parity, also to silver. Likewise, in the 
Scandinavian countries cattle, woollen cloth and silver bore a fixed 
ratio. In the early American colonial days the commodity currencies 
had a fixed value in coins, and so had in some parts wampum. 

Instances of State intervention in the exchange value of primitive 
currencies are reviewed in the chapter on Foreign Exchange Policy. 
Finally, the political authority often prescribed the sphere in which 
various primitive currencies are to operate. The outstanding instance 
for such intervention is the Code of Hammurabi which strictly defines 
the occasions on which barley or silver was to be used, and provided 
for drastic penalties in case of non-compliance with the law. 

CHAPTER 29 

RESTRICTIONIST MONETARY POLICY 

The aspects of monetary policy in a community using primitive money 
which are of the greatest interest to the modern student are those that 
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concern the regulation of the quantity of primtive money. In this respect 
it is necessary, however, to be particularly on our guard against falling 
into the error frequently committed by students of modern money, that 
of viewing primitive conditions from a modern point of view without 
allowing for the differences in the general background. 

It is important to realize, in the first place, that changes in the quantity 
of money in a primitive community are not nearly as important as in a 
modern community. They are not liable to affect production to anything 
like the same extent. Scarcity of money is not so inconvenient, because 
the remedy lies largely in the hands of the members of the community 
concerned. Whether the scarcity is due to natural causes or to deliberate 
policy on the part of the political authority, the community is always in 
a position to mitigate it by the adoption of additional primitive curren- 
cies, or by reverting to natural economy. In any case, a large percentage 
of the trade of communities using primitive currencies is usually done 
by means of barter. If the volume of currency is found to be inadequate 
and for some reason cannot be supplemented by the adoption of some 
new object for monetary use, then the proportion of trade transacted by 
barter is simply increased. The borderline between the use of primitive 
currencies and natural economy is often very vague, and to cross it is 
not very difficult. It is only in modern communities that economic life is 
at the mercy of the caprices of nature, or of those of international trade 
and finance, or of the policy of the political authorities or of the banking 
community, each one of which factors is capable of reducing the volume 
of money. Having departed from natural economy modern man does 
not nowadays find it easy to revert to it or even to the use of primitive 
money, in order to relieve a scarcity of money. It is usually only under 
the stress of extreme difficulties that he does so. 

Similarly, in a primitive community an increase in the volume of 
money is not so essential from the point of view of stimulating pro- 
duction as in a modern community, precisely because the producers are 
in a position to increase their production even if the volume of money is 
inadequate by adopting additional means of payment, or by reverting 
to natural economy to the extent to which the existing monetary supply 
cannot cover increased requirements. 

Even so, the policy aiming at the restriction, stabilization or ex- 
pansion of the volume of primitive money is of importance, not so much 
from the point of view of the volume of production as from that of the 
level of prices. It is guided largely by this consideration rather than by a 
desire to stimulate or restrict output. That latter aspect of monetary 
policy is essentially modern, and the men exercising the political 
authority in the overwhelming majority of primitive commimities are 
most unlikely to have been conscious of it. It is even open to doubt 
whether the colonial authorities in North America and the West Indies 
were aware of the effect of the adoption of various commodity currencies 
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on the productive capacity of the countries under their administra- 
tion, They merely aimed at relieving the awkward position created by 
the persistent shortage of coins and securing better prices for the staple 
products, and may not have been aware of the broader implications of 
their policy, 

Jn this chapter and in the next two chapters an attempt will be made 
to examine the extent to which political authorities in communities 
using primitive money aimed consciously or otherwise at monetary 
restriction, expansion or stabilization. 

It is a commonplace of textbooks that money, in order to be valuable, 
must be scarce. In their introductory chapters to monetary theory many 
economists suggest that, scarcity being one of the fundamental require- 
ments of money, the choice of primitive peoples necessarily fell upon 
objects which fulfilled this requirement. It is easy to find examples in 
support of this theory. Bucher, for instance, built his theory of the origin 
of money entirely on a set of examples showing that the objects used 
were scarce in the countries where they were chosen to play the part of 
currency. There are, however, many examples to show the one-sided- 
ness and falsity of this theory. Objects chosen for monetary purposes 
can have value not only on the ground of their scarcity in the absolute 
sense of the term, but also because, even if they exist in virtually un- 
limited quantities, their acquisition or transport costs labour. Of course, 
in a sense even staple products may be said to owe their value to their 
relative scarcity. The supply of wheat in an agricultural community 
where it serves as a commodity currency may well exceed any reasonable 
requirements. Nevertheless, it is not unlimited, and may, therefore, be 
claimed in theory to be scarce. But it seems much more reasonable to 
attribute its value to the exertions required by its production rather than 
to its “scarcity.” 

However, in a very large number of known instances the choice of 
communities in an early stage of development fell on objects that were 
definitely scarce. Their natural scarcity may have been due to the fact 
that the objects were not obtainable within the community, or that they 
were only obtainable in limited quantities, or that they required a con- 
siderable amount of labour or risk to obtain. 

The choice of imported or otherwise scarce objects as currency was 
not always the result of deliberate policy. An object in strong demand, 
such as salt, for instance, tends to assume the role of currency owing to 
the readiness with which everyone will accept it as payment for goods 
and services. The State authority, realizing its high degree of accept- 
ability, may decide to take advantage of it by securing the monopoly of 
salt import and distribution. 

In many instances the scarcity of the monetary object is due not to 
any scarcity of the material but to the scarcity of skilled labour required 
for its preparation, This is the case with wampum and other shell orna- 
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ments used as money, particularly in the Pacific area. Other instances 
are the feather money of Santa Cruz, or the mat money of Samoa. The 
relative scarcity of porpoise teeth currency in the Solomons is largely 
due to the labour and risk involved in the expeditions to secure them. 

Lastly, a primitive currency may tend to be naluially scarce owing to 
demand for it for non-monetary requirements, as a result of which tfie 
volume that is available for monetary purposes is apt to be inadequate. 

In so far as the political authority is responsible for the adoption or 
maintenance of a currency that is naturally scarce, it pursues, con- 
sciously or otherwise, a restrictionist policy even though it does not 
itself take any steps towards reducing or keeping down the volume of 
currency. There are many instances, however, in which the political 
authority — or tribal traditions which for practical purposes have the 
force of law — deliberately aim at preventing an increase in the volume 
of currency, or even at reducing it. In this the political authority is often 
merged with the religious authority which is apt to be the executing 
hand of the monetary policy by enforcing taboos. 

Beyond doubt, restrictionist monetary policy is almost as old as 
money itself. It is unlikely, however, that its adoption was due in many 
instances to any desire to lower prices or to prevent their rise. What is 
much more probable is that the political authority sought to maintain 
a scarcity in its own narrow interests. The chief and his most powerful 
supporters, having acquired a large quantity of the monetary object, 
were anxious to prevent others from sharing their power by acquiring 
holdings comparable to those of the members of the “ruling class.” Or, 
at a more advanced stage, the State was anxious to retain the profitable 
monopoly of the production or import of the objects serving as money. 
These considerations must have prevailed in many instances over the 
desire to increase the capacity of members of the community to pay 
tribute and other contributions to the political and religious leaders of 
the community, a desire which might otherwise have led to the choice 
of a more easily accessible object for monetary purpose. These con- 
flicting considerations were often reconciled by having side by side a 
scarce and a plentiful currency. 

In most instances when the official monetary policy is restrictionist, 
this policy is enforced through the monopolistic position secured by 
State authority. This monopoly may assume the form of control of the 
output or import of the monetary material. In Ancient China during an 
early period, for instance, the mines producing metals for monetary 
purposes were only opened in times of distress. In other times the Slate 
authority prevented their exploitation. Or the monopoly may be en- 
forced by the placing of taboos on the production or gathering of the 
monetary material even though members of the community have easy or 
relatively easy access to its source. Possibly the myth of the “sacred” 
origin of shell money was built up deliberately in order to deter tribes- 
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men from producing or importing them* In some instances the beach 
where the monetary shells were found was placed under taboo. In other 
instances persons producing or importing unauthorized shell money 
were regarded as witches or wizards and treated accordingly. Again in 
other instances the imitation of the ancient pieces of bead or shell 
money was prevented by the adoption of a deeply-rooted belief that they 
were of divine origin, and that man-made money must be rejected. 

The choice of a monetary object unobtainable within reasonable 
distance is a method frequently resorted to in the Pacific. It is relatively 
easy for the chiefs to control long-distance foreign trade. In many 
instances the monetary shells reach the community concerned through 
the intermediary of several tribes, so that nobody apart from the chiefs 
knows where they come from. Restrictionism may also take the form 
of providing a seal for the monetary object in order to exclude from 
circulation any quantity in excess of that desired by the State, or in order 
to ensure that the State alone should be in a position to put the currency 
into circulation. At a more advanced stage the seal of the State authority 
guarantees the quality or weight of the objects, in which case the 
borderline of modern money has been reached. 

A peculiar form of State restrictionist policy exists among the East 
Africans where all cattle which form the principal currency belong to 
the chief, and even though in practice they are m the possession of 
members of the community they cannot transfer them without the 
chief’s consent. This rule does not make for deflation. 

A restrictionist method adopted in the interior of Africa was the 
frequent change in the choice of the means of payment. Travellers 
incensed by the difficulties caused by such incalculable changes, re- 
garded them as manifestation of the low intellectual powers of the 
Africans. In reality there was method in the madness of the chiefs who 
were probably largely responsible for the changes. If any one type of 
article were retained for monetary use for any length of time, the com- 
munity would have been flooded with it within a very short time. By 
frequently changing the currency they safeguarded themselves against 
inflation. Whether this was done deliberately or it just happened to work 
out that way is an open question. 

In face of the growing requirements a stationary volume of currency 
would tend to become increasingly inadequate. As a matter of fact, the 
volume of primitive currency in monetary use, like the volume of water 
in a lake, tends to decline unless replenished. We saw in the chapter on 
the Quantity Theory that there are many ways in which primitive 
money tends to disappear. Apart altogether from any increasing require- 
ments, the monetary supply tends to become inadequate through 
wastage and other processes of decline. Restrictionist policy may not go 
beyond preventing adequate replacements. In doing so it may produce 
a deflationary effect. 



CHAPTER 30 


STABILIZATIONIST POLICY 


We saw in the last chapter that very often the tendency of primitive 
monetary policy is towards preventing inflation, and that in pursuing 
that aim, it is inclined towards producing deflation. This deflationary 
trend of primitive monetary policy would not have been justified on 
the ground of being a reaction to abuses of inflation. Inflationary trend 
is not among the original sins of the primitive monetary system. Indeed, 
broadly speaking, it is true to say that there is hardly any inflationary 
danger in a primitive community unless and until it contacts a more 
advanced community. The savage himself does not as a rule aim at 
producing large quantities of money. Even if he is in a position to do so 
he only produces money as and when required. We saw in an earlier 
chapter that the Nicobarese do not pick coconuts unless they need them 
for immediate purchases or debt repayments. The North American 
Indians only produced wampum as and when required. 

With the advent of the European or American trader, or, for that 
matter, the Arab, Chinese or Indian trader, the danger of inflation 
appears for the first time on the horizon of the primitive community. 
These representatives of a superior civilization are in a position to 
produce many kinds of primitive currencies on a really large scale at a 
low cost of production. Or they are able to import it by the shipload. 
A quantity which in the ordinary course would have taken many de- 
cades to produce or to import can be dumped on the unsuspecting 
savages in a matter of months. This was done in many instances in the 
Pacific, in Africa and in North America. 

The primitive community is usually helpless in face of such an 
imported inflation. Even if the chiefs were prepared to check it they 
would not be in a position to do so. In any case the temptation to 
acquire vast fortunes in primitive currencies against the sale of local 
products is usually too strong. It was usually the colonial authorities 
who sought to protect the native population against the wholesale 
dumping of primitive currencies. In an effort to safeguard the stability 
of their economies and their social systems, the British, French, German 
and Dutch colonial administrations introduced a series of import bans 
on primitive currencies. 

It would be idle to pretend that the safeguarding of monetary stability 
was the only object of these anti-inflationary measures. Doubtless the 
colonial authorities were anxious to introduce modern money in order 
to facilitate trading with the natives. But in many instances they were 
also genuinely anxious to safeguard the primitive peoples against the 
effects of inflation, and also against exploitation by white traders 
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through the dumping of primitive money which was bound to depreciate 
and become demonetized in the long run. It is mainly for the sake of 
safeguarding stability that the European colonial authorities in various 
parts of Africa checked the influx of cowries. They were rather too late 
in taking this step, after the influx of cowries during the 19th century 
ha w d done the damage. The British colonial authorities in East Africa 
went so far as to destroy the large quantity of cowries which they with- 
drew from circulation, in an effort to repair the harm done by the delay 
in adopting anti-inflationary measures. 

Efforts were also made in many instances to reduce the production of 
locally produced primitive currencies. In the Solomon Islands the out- 
put of dogs’ teeth currency was restricted by limiting the number of dogs 
any native is entitled to own. 1 In the North American colonies, tobacco- 
growing was repeatedly restricted, in order to safeguard the value of the 
depreciating tobacco currency. 

The French authorities in Sudan made an effort during the last 
century to maintain the stability of cowries by moving large quantities 
from districts where they were in super-abundance to districts where a 
shortage prevailed. Repeated attempts were made to hold the cowries 
at a fixed rate, but in face of the strong downward trend this was not 
very successful. Nor was the attempt at stabilizing the value of guinea- 
cloth much easier. The Sultans in Uganda, too, in the last century tried 
for some time to maintain the value of cowries by withdrawing into 
their Treasury the surplus and releasing it again if this was necessary. 

Throughout history efforts were made to stabilize the ratio between 
two or more currencies in circulation at the same time in a community. 
Already the Law of Hammurabi sought to equate the value of silver and 
that of barley, but the official rate had to be revised frequently in face 
of the secular depreciation of silver in terms of barley. The unofficial 
rate was inclined, moreover, to lose touch with the official parity. There 
were in later periods more successful attempts at maintaining the stabi- 
lity of monetary units in terms of each other. The ratios between the 
various currencies used in Ancient and Medieval Ireland, or in Scandi- 
navia, appears to have remained in force for long periods. Likewise, 
some of the ratios established in Oceania and some parts of Africa 
remained valid for some time. 

Price control was yet another device resorted to in many communities 
at a comparatively backward stage of development. It was highly 
developed in the Hittite Empire. Among many primitive tribes prices 
are apt to remain stable for a long time even in face of the wholesale 
dumping of primitive currencies by white traders, thanks to the force 
of the tribal law or custom that has fixed them. 

Generally speaking, it is true that primitive currencies tend to achieve 

Possibly this measure was in part at least due to the fact that the teeth are 
extracted with the aid of methods of the utmost cruelty. 
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stability not so much through the policy of the authorities as through 
conservatism and respect for tradition. Under pure barter fixed relation- 
ships developed on the basis of which goods were exchanged against 
each other, and this relationship remained unaltered over long periods. 
The same phenomenon is noticeable in price fixing in primitive curren- 
cies. In many primitive communities the commercial spirit which would 
bring about price fluctuation is absent to a remarkable degree. In Ihe 
absence of outside interference with the working of the monetary 
system of primitive communities, a stabilizationist monetary policy 
stands a good chance of operating successfully over long periods, 
simply because the desire for the maintenance of the status quo is in 
accordance with the fundamental character of most primitive peoples. 


CHAPTER 31 

EXPANSIONIST MONETARY POLICY 


The conception according to which money can only assume its functions 
by the maintenance of a scarcity of its volume is not borne out by the 
study of primitive money. It is not absolutely essential that the mone- 
tary object should be scarce, except in the broadest sense of the term. 
There are in fact many instances of the choice of a currency material 
which is plentiful, and is there ready to be picked up. In so far as the 
choice of such material is a result of a deliberate policy it provides an 
instance of primitive monetary expansionism. 

Expansionism through the choice of monetary material is encoun- 
tered in modern monetary history among those advocating paper money 
or bimetallism. In primitive communities it usually assumes the form of 
the choice of the staple product for monetary purposes. This may occur 
spontaneously, owing to the fact that there is bound to be a big com- 
mercial turnover in the staple product which is certain to be a favourable 
medium of barter, and also lends itself to be used as a store of value. It 
is possible, however, that in some instances the staple product was 
chosen deliberately by the political authority, or that its spontaneous 
adoption by the community was confirmed by the State. 

It must be obvious even to a primitive mind that the choice of an 
object of which there are apt to be large supplies entails considerable 
advantages. The tribal chief must be aware that if he levies tribute and 
imposes fine in objects that are scarce his receipts are bound to be low, 
while if he determines political payments in the form of the staple 
product of his tribe he is assured of a substantial revenue. If he is 
capable of seeing beyond the narrow horizon of his immediate advan- 
tages he must realize that the choice of the staple product encourages 



EXPANSIONIST MONETARY POLICY 


447 


the increase of its production, and enables the producers to find buyers 
for their surpluses without difficulty. This means prosperity for a large 
section of the community — probably the majority of tribesmen is 
engaged in producing the staple product — which again tends to assure 
the popularity of the chief. In so far as the community has reached a 
relatively advanced stage, the choice of an object that is plentiful greatly 
assists it in the transition from natural economy to money economy. In 
fact, if a scarce object is chosen a large section of the community is 
bound to retain natural economy to a high degree, or to choose some 
other form of primitive currency. 

The adoption of a currency the supply of which is plentiful also 
assists in the development of capitalist production, since it is easier to 
accumulate capital in a currency the supply of which is plentiful than 
in one which is scarce. 

Another advantage of the choice of the staple product as currency is 
that its quantity is not only large but can be increased. As we said above, 
the adoption of the staple product encourages the production of the 
monetary objects. This increase, if not excessive, should go a long way 
towards encouraging general economic activity. 

In the majority of instances the possibilities of expanding the staple 
product are not sufficient to cause inflation. There are natural limits ; 
the output of a staple product cannot be multiplied like that of paper 
money. Nevertheless, many communities adopting the staple product 
as their currency have experienced fairly advanced depreciation with all 
its adverse consequences. The tendency for the monetary object to 
depreciate is, however, offset for a long time by the opposite tendency 
brought about by the monetization of the staple product as a result of 
which the additional monetary demand tends to increase its value. 
Moreover, the value of an object is increased by the fact that those 
who can acquire it can use it freely for the purpose of acquiring with 
it other objects. Its liquidity compared with that of holdings of other 
goods constitutes an attraction that expresses itself in a rise of its 
value. To a very large degree, the monetization of a staple product works 
like a valorization scheme in modern raw material producing communi- 
ties. The effect is in both cases an artificial increase of the value of the 
produce, above the level justified by the relation between commercial 
supply and demand, as a result of withholding part of the supply from 
the market. The difference is that while in modern valorization schemes 
the authorities buy up and store or destroy the unwanted supply, under 
the monetary use of staple products it is the members of the community 
who withdraw substantial quantities from the market, by using the 
products as a medium of exchange, means of unilateral and deferred 
payments, and as a store of value. Most of the members of the comr 
munity benefit by such “valorization schemes,” at any rate for some 
time. 
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The extent to which the monetary use of a staple product is liable to 
increase its value may be accentuated by artificial means. Policy aiming 
at that result was practised in the West Indies and in the old American 
colonies. The authorities of these colonies were not content with putting 
the staple produce to monetary use in order to relieve the shortage of 
coins. They fixed the parities of the commodity currencies well abave 
their market value, in an attempt to confer the maximum benefit on the 
producers, and in an effort to change the terms of trade in favour of 
their colony. Obviously, such a policy led invariably to an increase of 
the output of the staple product. 

Another reason why primitive State authority adopted expansionist 
policy was that this facilitated the accumulation of large stores of 
wealth by its own Treasury, and the existence of such large monetary 
reserves tended to give the political authority greater political power, 
whether the Treasury contained wheat, cattle, beaver skins or metals. 

The choice of a local product for monetary material was not, how- 
ever, necessarily an expansionist one. Sometimes a product was chosen 
the quantity of which could not be increased to any great extent. This is 
the case with metals. The possibilities of increasing mining output are 
even in our age not unlimited, and were very limited in primitive con- 
ditions. 

Possibly the choice of a local product was made with the desire to 
avoid dependence on imports. This was presumably the case with 
Sparta, where the choice of iron was probably motivated largely by the 
desire to use the locally produced metal as the currency instead of 
imported silver, gold or copper. 

It is difficult to draw the line between an expansionist and an anti- 
deflationist policy. On occasions the staple product was assigned a 
monetary role in order to avoid a deflation through the inadequacy of 
the supply of metallic currency. Whether this was the case with the 
barley currency of Babylonia it is difficult to say. The fact that wine 
merchants had to be forced by the threat of death penalty to accept 
barley in payment instead of insisting on silver seems to indicate that, 
at the time of the adoption of the Code of Hammurabi at any rate, it 
was necessary to enlist the State authority to assure the maintenance of 
the monetary role of barley. Hammurabi considered it necessary to 
intervene possibly because a demonetization of barley would have 
resulted in an acute scarcity of silver currency. During later periods 
there appeared to be a super-abundance of silver rather than a scarcity; 
nevertheless, barley was retained as a subsidiary currency. 

An instance of anti-deflationist policy is provided by the ban in 1600 
on the export of cocoa beans in Spanish Central America, in order to 
safeguard the currency supply of the country. In Medieval Russia the 
alleged practice of using parts of skins for monetary purposes instead of 
whole skins may have been inspired by expansionism. It may have been 
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the result of an endeavour to adapt the volume of currency to the 
requirements of growing trade, and to avoid the inconveniences of an 
inadequate supply of money that might have handicapped the growth 
of trade. The ban placed in 1710 in Massachusetts on the export of 
beaver skins as well as coins by colonists returning to England aimed 
deeidedly on the maintenance of an adequate monetary circulation. 

Primitive monetary expansionism can be practised also with imported 
monetary materials. The import and accumulation of the materials may 
be encouraged by their adoption for monetary use. For instance, as 
brass forms the material of many weapons and utensils in Africa, its 
monetary use tends to stimulate the influx of large quantities. There are 
instances of State encouragement of import of monetary materials, as 
of encouragement to grow a product at home, through its adoption for 
monetary purpose. 

An interesting type of primitive monetary expansionism is provided 
by the cloth currency of Iceland and other countries of Northern Europe 
in the Middle Ages. This system was expansionist, since every individual 
was entitled to produce as much of this local currency as he 'wanted 
within the limits of his raw material and labour resources. The same is 
true to a less extent of the leather money of the Isle of Man which could 
be produced by every “man of substance.” 

A curious instance of monetary expansionism is provided by the 
experience of the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam in North America. 
Governor Stuyvesant banned the monetary use of loose and badly 
strung wampum. Later, however, when an acute scarcity of currency 
developed, he repealed the ordinance, in order to increase the volume of 
currency even at the cost of admitting inferior material for monetary 
use. 


CHAPTER 32 

FOREIGN EXCHANGE POLICY 

Foreign exchange policy may be defined as the attitude of the political 
authorities towards the value of the local currency in terms of foreign 
currencies, and towards the process of its conversion into such curren- 
cies. As is the case with monetary policy in general, the passive attitude 
of the authorities towards foreign exchanges may be considered to con- 
stitute a policy if it is deliberate. The following are the main actions 
taken in the course of executing an active foreign exchange policy: — 

1. The fixing of exchange parities. 

2. The alteration of exchange parities. 

3. The adoption of measures aiming at maintaining the parities, 

4. In the absence of fixed parities the adoption of measures to influ- 
ence the tendency of exchange rates. 
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5. The adoption of measures aiming at restricting dealings in ex- 
changes. 

Whenever possible it is sought to fix the parities of primitive currency 
by unilateral action. If the primitive currencies .consist of the staple 
products of the communities concerned there is a natural tendency for 
the official policy to aim at over-valuation of the local currency. This is 
simply another way of saying that every community endeavours to get 
as good a price as possible for its exports. Whether it can get the price 
aimed at depends on the external demand for its products and on the 
monopolistic position occupied by the producing community. We saw 
that in the case of the West Indian colonies and also in the colonies of 
the North American continent, the endeavour to over-value the local 
commodity currencies defeated its object by leading either to higher 
prices being charged by merchants exporting their goods to those 
colonies, or to over-production causing an inevitable fall in the price 
of the staple commodity. 

Many circumstances may arise which make it expedient for communi- 
ties using primitive currencies to alter their existing parities. Such 
decisions are of major importance, because they affect not only the 
exchange rate but also the internal value of the commodity concerned. 
As in modern foreign exchange policy, decisions to lower the exchange 
value of the commodity currency are usually inspired by the desire to 
increase the volume of exports, while decisions to raise the exchange 
value are inspired by the desire to change the terms of trade in favour of 
the country concerned. 

While in modern foreign exchange policy the advantages of a deli- 
berate over-valuation of the currency from the point of view of its 
effect upon the terms of trade were only discovered quite recently, that 
policy was consciously pursued in the colonies of the West Indies and 
North American continent throughout the 17th century. Under the 
influence of a desire to create employment through achieving the largest 
'possible volume of exports, those responsible for the shaping of modern 
foreign exchange policy were, and in some instances still are, apt to 
overlook the fact that a country does not export for the sake of export- 
ing, but for the sake of earning the means that is to enable it to import. 
If the means of payment required for that purpose can be earned 
through exporting a relatively small quantity, so much the better. The 
more a currency is over-valued, the smaller volume of exports is required 
for paying for the same amount of imports. This elementary truth which 
was overlooked by statesmen engaged in competitive currency deprecia- 
tion during the ’thirties, was fully realized by the Colonial Governments 
of the Western hemisphere three hundred years earlier. It was re- 
discovered during the late ’thirties by Germany, in her dealings with 
South-Eastern Europe. 

Measures for the defence of parities fixed by the political authorities 
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of primitive communities were encountered in various African countries 
on the cowrie standard. Either the native ruler or the Colonial authori- 
ties often resorted to operations aiming at preventing an unwanted 
depreciation or appreciation. Surplus supplies were absorbed by treasu- 
ries to prevent depreciation, and they were brought out again when there 
was a scarcity of cowries. A much more frequent method adopted by 
Colonial authorities was to prevent a further depreciation of cowries 
prohibiting their import. In some instances the production of locally 
produced currency was restricted. It is difficult to decide to what 
extent such measures can be regarded as measures of internal monetary 
policy or measures of foreign exchange policy. 



PART V : THE PHILOSOPHY OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

CHAPTER 33 

THE ECONOMIC ROLE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

T he period of the use of primitive money constituted an indis- 
pensable phase in economic evolution. The maxim Natura non 
facit saltum, chosen by Marshall for his Principles of Economics , 
applies in full to the progress of mankind from the crudest form of 
barter to the most advanced form of modern money economy. Many 
writers dealing superficially with earlier phases of economic history are 
inclined to look down with pity mingled perhaps with contempt on the 
inferior systems applied by inferior human beings because they knew 
no better. In the same way, supporters of the system of scientifically 
managed currency feel very superior to 19th century economists who 
swore by that “barbarous relic,” the gold standard. Yet as those 
endowed with a spirit of understanding have now come to realize, 
mankind had to pass through that phase to achieve the present more 
advanced phase of scientifically managed currency. The automatic gold 
standard corresponded to 19th century conditions and to the stage of 
progress of its period. The same is true also about systems which were 
much less advanced than the gold standard. 

It is absurd to suppose that, had by some chance Keynes lived some 
five thousand years earlier and had he then produced his works on 
scientific monetary management (which, incidentally, he could not have 
done without the spade-work of generations of economists), his con- 
temporaries could have applied his monetary system. It would have 
been entirely out of keeping with the stage of cultural and economic 
progress of the day. Savage races could not be expected to jump the 
intermediate phases between barter and scientifically managed credit 
money merely because by some freak chance or anachronism a genius 
born long before his time happened to strike upon the idea of it. The 
“inevitability of gradualness” has to be regarded as a basic principle in 
monetary evolution. 

This does not mean that at every period the monetary system neces- 
sarily corresponded to the stage of evolution of that period. There are 
instances of the survival of obsolete monetary systems out of conser- 
vatism or for want of knowledge of a better system. More advanced 
systems were at times slow in developing in comparatively advanced 
communities, and the maintenance of primitive systems over periods of 
centuries when they could and should have been removed constituted 
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at times a grave handicap to progress. Nevertheless, thinking in terms 
of more than five milleniums, it is, broadly speaking, true to say that 
every period had the money it deserved on the ground of the prevailing 
stage of its economic and cultural evolution. 

Between barter and modern money the gap is very wide. It had to be 
bridged in stages merging into each other almost imperceptibly. Primi- 
tive money was a necessary phase to prepare barter-minded races for 
the use of more advanced money. 

Even if it had been possible to adopt modern money at a much earlier 
stage it would not necessarily have brought about a more rapid progress 
in economic evolution. Indeed, it seems probable that most communities 
would have had to revert to the use of some system of primitive money, 
as they or their economies would not have been qualified to adopt 
and maintain a system of modern money. The rudimentary mone- 
tary methods of primitive communities more or less corresponded to 
their requirements. The inconveniences of primitive money, on which 
so much stress is laid by modem writers wanting to emphasize the 
superiority of modern money, were not nearly as awkward as they seem 
to us when viewing it through modern eyes. Many systems of primitive 
money could be used, and had in fact been used, for relatively advanced 
purposes. 

There is no reason to suppose that the absence of modern money 
hindered considerably the development of a rudimentary division of 
labour or the earliest phases in the emergence of a capitalist production. 
A certain degree of division of labour was already possible even under 
barter, and the use of money, however primitive, encouraged and 
facilitated further specializations. Likewise, it was possible to accumu- 
late capital for productive purposes even under puie natural economy. 
The adoption of primitive, money greatly faciltated, however, the pro- 
cess, even though it was not so convenient for the accumulation of 
capital as modern money. But, then, during the phases when primitive 
money was used there were also other causes on account of which the 
accumulation of capital could not proceed on a modern scale. It would 
not be justified to suggest that through an earlier adoption of coinage it 
would have been possible to accelerate materially the pace of the pro- 
gress of prodution and thereby to raise the standard of living. 

At the same time it must be admitted that many systems of primitive 
money failed to fulfil one of the main economic roles money is called 
upon to fulfil, namely, to relieve producers from the worry, which they 
have to face under barter, of finding a suitable counterpart to their 
sales. The great advantage of modern money and also of the more 
advanced forms of primitive money is that it enables producers to sell 
their goods without having to consider whether they will get the right 
type of goods in exchange for their products. Money being a mandate 
which can be used indiscriminately for any purpose is acceptable by 



454 THEORETICAL — THE PHILOSOPHY OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

producers as a matter of course. If, however, as is the position under less 
advanced primitive monetary systems, the means of payment that are 
used are not sufficiently generally acceptable, then producers are left to 
face the problem of ensuring that they should be paid in the right type 
of money or that they should have a chance of disposing of the wrong 
type of money. In that case their position is somewhere about half \yay 
between barter and modern money economy. Once, however, an advan- 
ced stage of primitive money is reached the difference between it and 
modern money from this point of view becomes largely one of degree. 

It has been suggested that primitive money, while suitable for local 
trade, tends to handicap long-distance trade. Beyond doubt it is incon- 
venient to have to carry for long journeys heavy or bulky substances 
serving as primitive money. Even from this point of view, however, the 
inconveniences of primitive money from a commercial point of view are 
apt to be exaggerated. They are very real for travellers in backward 
countries who have to carry large amounts of bulky primitive currencies 
in order to pay their way during their expeditions. To traders this 
inconvenience does not operate to the same extent, for the simple reason 
that they have to carry bulky commodities in any case in one direction, 
and it is not so difficult for them to make arrangements to carry bulky 
commodities in both directions. The example of the Phoenicians, who 
were probably the most enterprising commercial race for all time, 
conclusively shows that it is possible to conduct long-distance trade 
even in the complete absence of currency, on a barter basis. Indeed, the 
necessity for carrying bulky and heavy cargoes in both directions instead 
of carrying less voluminous coins of precious metals in one direction 
was considered to be actually advantageous in seaborne trade, and was 
given by several authors, rightly or wrongly, as the reason why the 
Phoenicians did not invent coinage. While it would be idle to deny that 
the earlier adoption of modern money would have facilitated advanced 
trade, it would not have made a fundamental difference any more than 
in respect of the progress of production. 

From the point of view of an equal distribution of wealth there can 
be no doubt that the adoption of primitive money was a step in the 
wrong direction and that the adoption of modern money further 
accentuated the maldistribution that is apt to accompany monetary 
economy. Generally speaking, it is true that the more advanced the 
type of money used by a community the easier it became to accumulate 
large fortunes. Apart from this, the adoption of money economy even 
in its primitive form tended to obscure the effects of inequalities in 
wealth and income. In a moneyless system, such as that of the Inca 
Empire, distribution of the proceeds of production was a matter of 
arithmetic. Those in charge of the process knew more or less the quan- 
tities at their disposal, and those receiving their share in the proceeds 
knew precisely what they were receiving. The adoption of even a 
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rudimentary money economy was necessarily detrimental to the clarity 
of this picture. Once wages and profits came to be earned not in actual 
goods intended for direct consumption but in money, the recipients 
were no longer in a position to know precisely or even approximately 
what they were receiving in terms of real goods and services. It depended 
on the way they used their money and on the prices they had to pay. It 
bedame possible to bring about a fictitious increase of earnings which, 
unless accompanied by a corresponding increase in production, failed 
to yield to the recipients any increase of their share in real goods and 
services. So long as primitive currency consisted of commodities with 
full intrinsic value its employment did not materially obscure the true 
picture of distribution. With the adoption of ornament money, how- 
ever, the situation changed and the further monetary system progressed 
towards modern money the more it obscured distribution. 

Primitive money played an important economic role not only by 
being an indispensable intermediate phase between barter and modem 
money, but also by providing a useful alternative for mankind to fall 
back upon whenever the modem monetary system failed to function 
satisfactorily. But for this possibility, the extent to which inadequacy of 
modern money m given circumstances would have handicapped econo- 
mic progress from time to time would have been considerably larger. 
The possibility of reverting to primitive money was particularly helpful 
during the early colonial period when the volume of coins was not 
sufficient to meet indispensable requirements. The alternative to the 
adoption of primitive money would have been either to revert to barter 
pure and simple which would have been hopelessly out of keeping with 
the advanced stage reached by that time, or to submit to the full extent 
to the grave inconveniences of the inadequate supply of modern money. 
In either case the solution would have been gravely detrimental to 
economic progress. Primitive money provided the happy medium, 
thanks to which a society with advanced division of labour and a large 
volume of trade was able to carry on, and thanks to which its productive 
activity was not fatally crippled by lack of currency. Beyond doubt, 
without being ideal by any means, the various types of primitive money 
used by colonists were infinitely a lesser evil than either pure barter or 
an acute scarcity of money. Primitive money also played an important 
economic role during periods when modern money became discredited 
for some reason. 

Viewed from the perspective of economic history primitive money 
played an essentially constructive part, the importance of which has 
not been sufficiently realized. While the unfavourable effects of retaining 
a backward system after it ceased to be justified by the prevailing con- 
ditions must be admitted, on balance in the economic sphere primitive 
money helped incomparably more than it hindered. 
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A SOCIAL THEORY OF MONEY 


If there is one conclusion that emerges forcefully from the examination 
of the evidence regarding the role of primitive money, it is that the tfue 
meaning of money can only be grasped if it is viewed not as a mere 
technical device but as a social institution of fundamental importance. 
Any theory which does not regard it as such is bound to give an inade- 
quate picture of the role money has played and is still playing in civili- 
zation. The defect of most monetary theories is that they take too 
narrow a view of the scope of money. Some economists regard it as a 
commodity employed as a convenient technical device to facilitate the 
exchanges of goods and services. Others regard it as a symbol and an 
abstract unit of account. Others again regard it as a legal instrument. 
This aspect of money and many of its other aspects are emphasized by 
various theories, which in many ways contradict each other, though 
they all contain part of the truth. By concentrating on a relatively 
narrow aspect of the subject, however, they all miss the substance. 

The monetary system must be regarded as the fundmental factor 
responsible for providing the driving power stimulating the economic 
activities of all human society, except in a completely planned totali- 
tarian system. The true significance of money can only be adequately 
realized if we succeed in finding a common denominator applicable to a 
large proportion of the systems of both modern and primitive money. 
Although those systems differ from each other very widely in many 
respects they both provide their respective communities, primitive or 
modern, with a stimulus for a higher degree of utilization of their 
productive faculties. 

Let us first examine how money fulfils this role in a modern com- 
munity, based on individual initiative and profit motive for its incentive. 
It must be admitted that the existence of money is by no means an 
indispensable condition to that incentive. It can also exist under barter, 
but a monetary system unquestionably stimulates it. A monetary system 
provides wide opportunities for making, preserving and enjoying profit 
derived from increased productive activities. Beyond doubt, profit can 
be made also on direct exchanges of goods and services' without the 
intermediary of money, but the scope for earning profit can be widened 
considerably by the adoption of a monetary system. 

Unless a moneyless system is based on an economy that is planned to 
the utmost degree, it is bound to leave unutilized a large part of the 
factors of production simply because there is no easy means of com- 
bining them in a proper working system. Money provides that means. 
With its aid the owner of natural resources finds it easier to combine his 
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productive capacity with the resources of owners of other forms of 
capital, or with those poessessing organizing capacity, and expert 
knowledge, and with labour. 

It is true, modern money is essentially fictitious wealth in con- 
tradistinction to wealth consisting of real goods. But the existence of 
such fictitious wealth tends to increase real wealth. This is done partly 
byhnaking it easier for the possessors of money to enlist the collabora- 
tion of various factors of production which might otherwise be idle. It 
can be done through offering them tempting remuneration. A monetary 
system makes possible the development of a vicious spiral of rising 
wages and profit, and can thereby create a fictitious feeling of prosperity. 
Everybody can be made to imagine that he is earning more without 
realizing for some time at any rate that his extra earnings are absorbed 
by rising costs. This feeling of prosperity, false as it is, tends to stimulate 
activity and thereby tends to bring about an increased volume of pro- 
duction which may place the originally fictitious increase of prosperity 
on solid material foundations. Beyond doubt the system is sheer self- 
deception. It is, however, constructive self-deception which, during 
critical periods, assists in the utilization of physical productive capacity 
to its utmost limit. But for the secular trend of rising prices, brought 
about by the operation of the monetary system, production might have 
lacked the adequate stimulus required to ensure its progress. 

Nor is this all. The existence of a monetary system increased the 
possibility for accumulating the fruits of productive activity. So long as 
the accumulation of wealth can only be in the form of goods, it is 
necessarily limited, even if its limits are wide and elastic. Once it be- 
comes possible to accumulate wealth in the form of money, its limits 
disappear almost completely. Finally, the enjoyment of the accumulated 
fruits of productive activity is also increased by the existence of money 
with the advantage of indiscriminate spending power that it confers on 
its owner. 

In a primitive society money plays necessarily a totally different part. 
Primitive man is not as a rule interested in wealth for its own sake, nor 
for the sake of the additional amenities of life it is capable of providing. 
He is not stimulated by the profit motive to anything like the extent 
modern man is. In particular in tropical climates, such as that of the 
Pacific islands, he can secure for himself the necessary food with very 
little exertion; nor need he exert himself very much to secure for himself 
clothing and housing facilities, etc. In such circumstances it must be 
very tempting to lead an idle existence, conforming to the popular idea 
of the easy-going South Sea savage. The social system is also in many 
respects against making much effort to stimulate production in order to 
accumulate wealth. In many savage communities rich and poor live 
more or less in the same way. The Jabitn of Simbang, for instance, have 
no words in their vocabulary for “rich” and “poor” Nobody is allowed 
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to starve while the community has something to eat , 1 Everybody lives 
more or less in the same way. They consume the same food and they 
put up with the same degree of primitive discomfort. There is, moreover, 
a trend towards the re-distribution of accumulated wealth. Riches in a 
primitive community do not represent permanent possession, merely 
temporary power of disposal of commodities in which their owner 
permits the members of his group to share. “It may be considered that 
primitive wealth is not of an economic but of a social nature,” states 
Thurnwald , 3 “the man who has by whatever means acquired more 
cattle, gram, or valuables of any kind than his neighbours has not done 
so in order to hoard his wealth for his own benefit, but that it may be 
used for the good of other members of the community.” Thurnwald 
adds that this attitude is not entirely inspired by unselfishness. It is due 
also to fear of envy that makes a virtue of necessity. 

The prestige value of being able to give away much is an all-important 
consideration. Under the prevailing social customs, chiefs and rich men 
of the community are fully expected to give away most of what they 
possess as failure to do so would not only expose them to the con- 
tempt of their community, but might even undermine their political 
power and endanger their personal security. A trace of this attitude 
towards wealth and the wealthy is surviving even in our modern society. 
Many, though by no means all, wealthy men spend large amounts on 
charitable and cutltural purposes. They do so partly in order to gain 
prestige and influence, and their generosity is often rewarded by honours 
conferred on them. To some extent they may also feel some moral 
obligation to return to the community at least part of the wealth they 
have succeeded in withdrawing from the community. Consciously or 
otherwise, the owner of a large fortune may feel that his contributions to 
charity and cultural institutions are a form of insurance premium, since 
they tend to disarm the feeling of hostility aroused by the evidence of 
his- wealth. The difference between primitive and modern conditions in 
this respect is that such an attitude in a modern community is excep- 
tional; it is confined to a small section of the financial Upper Ten. On 
the other hand, it is a fairly general rule in a primitive community. 
Moreover, while the modern benefactor millionaires only give away a 
relatively small part of what they possess, the primitive chiefs are 
induced by their craving for prestige or by political or moral pressure 
to give away most of what they have gained. They are for all practical 
purposes merely a clearing house of wealth through which possessions 
pass, possessions which they could only use temporarily during the 
time lag between the influx and the efflux. 

What is important to realize is that the desire to give away is as 
powerful a motive in a primitive community as is the desire to possess 

“Schurtz, p. 78, 

“Thurnwald (1938), pp. 182-3. 
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and enjoy in a modern community. The wish to be able to increase 
contributions to charity seldom if ever inspires the modern man to work 
harder or earn more. Primitive man, on the other hand, is largely 
inspired by such a motive. It is the wish to be able to distribute the 
largest possible amount of wealth that inspires him to exert himself 
beyond the degree that is necessary for satisfying his simple needs. From 
this point of view the existence of a system of primitive money tends 
to stimulate his economic activities to an extent comparable with the 
incentive provided in modern communities by the existence of a modern 
monetary system, simply because primitive money provides the means 
through which this urge to give away can be satisfied in the most con- 
venient form. 

Beyond doubt it is possible in a primitive community to redistribute 
wealth even in the absence of money. This was done in fact in Ancient 
Egypt where the revenue of the State consisted of goods of every des- 
cription, which were given away to those dependent on the State in the 
same form as they were received. This form of natural economy has its 
limits. In order to be able to satisfy more fully the desire to give away, 
primitive man devised various kinds of symbols of value the quantity 
of which is capable of being increased more easily than that of con- 
sumer goods. The existence of various types of primitive money in the 
Pacific and in other primitive communities considerably increased the 
scope for accumulating wealth in order to be able to give it away. 
Admittedly, in many instances, the wealth thus accumulated is largely 
fictitious. Such intrinsic value as the primitive money in question 
possess is solely due to its adoption for the purposes of being given 
away. But it fulfils its all-important social function to the same extent 
as if it consisted of objects of first-rate utility. 

What is important is that the competitive fever aroused by the desire 
to possess these monetary objects tends to stimulate genuine productive 
activity. Those members of the community who are not themselves in a 
position to produce money have to increase their output of goods 
beyond their personal requirements in order to be able to acquire 
money from others. The process leads to an all-round increase of 
productive activity. It is true, part of that activity is, strictly speaking, 
wasteful since it is directed towards the production of monetary objects 
which are of no practical use. But then the same is true concerning the 
modern monetary system. The production of shell money in the Pacific 
for the sake of being piled up in the house of a chief and subsequently 
given away, only in order that it should find its way back eventually to 
the chief who would give it away once more is neither more futile nor 
less futile than the labour spent on the mining of gold for the sake of 
being able to bury it once more in the vaults of Fort Knox. 

What matters is that we should realize that the monetary system both 
in primitive and in modern communities is a basic factor in the social 
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structure of their respective communities, because it provides the 
incentive making for progress. While the nature of the incentive may 
differ, and there may be considerable differences of degree in its result, 
there is a f undamental similarity of the role played by modern money in 
advanced society and by primitive money in primitive society. The 
realization of this fact leads us to the acceptance of the social theory pf 
money under which money, whether primitive or modern, is regarded 
as a motive power that tends to secure economic progress. 

It must be pointed out, however, that all primitive communities are 
not predominently redistributionist in character. In many of them 
goods are accumulated not for the sake of giving them away, but for 
the sake of participating in affinal exchanges, or in religious sacrifices, 
or in secret societies. What matters is that in every instance primitive 
money is closely linked with the peculiar social institution which forms 
the centre of the political, social and economic life of the community 
concerned. In many instances the monetary objects are retained because 
of their prestige value. This is the case with many African communities, 
on the livestock standard. In all these instances the desire to possess 
money constitutes a powerful driving force making for an increase of 
production beyond immediate requirements. 

As we stated above, the only society in which money does not play 
such a fundamental part is a society with a totalitarian economy. In 
the Inca Empire, money was eliminated by a thoroughgoing system of 
economic planning. In Ancient Egypt the role of money was subordinate 
owing to the high degree of planned economy in operation. In our 
chapter on moneyless economies we quoted several other instances. 
Above all, money is bound to play a subordinate part in a modem 
Communist state even though in the Soviet Union it has not been elimi- 
nated altogether. It is thus possible, from our point of view, to contrast 
the Communistic economy not with capitalist economy, but with 
money economy, whether the latter be on capitalist lines as in modern 
communities or redistributionist lines as in many primitive communities. 


CHAPTER 35 

THE HISTORICAL ROLE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

The question of the role money played in world history has never been 
examined systematically. Isolated instances are at times quoted, how- 
ever, to show that monetary developments are liable to affect the course 
of history. The outstanding instance is the part the decline of monetary 
supplies of precious metals is alleged to have played in bringing about 
the decline of the Roman Empire. Another instance is the decline of the 
Royal power in England during the early part of the 17th century which 
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was said to have been a result of the fall in the real value of Royal 
revenues brought about by the depreciation of currency that followed 
the influx of precious metals from the New World. There are many 
more similar instances, but as they concern modern money they are 
outside the scope of our present enquiry. Their careful examination, 
npt as isolated instances but as manifestations of underlying trends, 
would be a task well worth undertaking by a historian with a sound 
knowledge of economics or by an economist with a sound knowledge of 
general history. 

It stands to reason that primitive money was also able from time to 
time to influence the course of history. By the nature of the subject we 
are, to a large extent, necessarily in the realm of conjecture. Our 
records of the relevant facts are not nearly sufficiently complete to en- 
able us to put forward firm views about certain monetary situations 
being the cause of certain military or political events. How could we be 
too sure of our ground, seeing that even the monetary explanation of 
historical events during our lifetime is the subject of heated controversy? 
We all know more or less the facts about the suspension of the gold 
standard by Great Britain in 1931. Yet there are diametrically opposite 
opinions about the historical effect of that monetary change. According 
to some, it stopped a period of decadence in Great Britain and enabled 
her to save Europe and world freedom in 1940. According to others, it 
led to currency chaos and accentuated the world economic crisis that 
gave Hitler his chance to seize power. If opinions are divided to such an 
extent when we are sure of our facts, how much more difficult it is to 
arrive at the absolute truth when the facts themselves are doubtful? 

Nevertheless, in some instances it is possible to put forward some 
tentative theories. It has been suggested, for example, that the reason 
why the Egyptian and Chinese Empires lasted for so long was the 
absence of any proper monetary system. This ingenious theory was put 
forward, among others, by Sir Norman Angell. The assumption is 
presumably based consciously or otherwise on the popular feeling that 
“money is the root of all evil” and that the existence of a monetary 
system proper makes, therefore, for political and economic instability. 
Beyond doubt, the existence of a high degree of controlled economy in 
Ancient Egypt made for stable if static conditions, but there are no 
indications that similar conditions prevailed in Ancient China, where 
in any case some kind of primitive money existed ever since the dawn 
of history, even if it was not always Government-controlled. 

Is there any reason to assume on the face of the evidence we possess 
that because in Egypt money served largely as a unit of account to 
assist barter instead of serving as a medium of exchange in everyday life 
this made a fundamental difference to the political stability of the 
Egyptian Empire? Whether through coincidence or otherwise, there are 
indications of an increasing gold and copper output during the periods 
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of greatness in Ancient Egyptian history. As we pointed out in the 
chapter on Ancient Egypt this increase may have been effect rather than 
cause of the political strength of the Empire at these periods, since a 
weak administration would have been unable to overcome the immense 
difficulties that mining expeditions had to face in those times. On the 
other hand, the possession of a large amount of gold undoubtedly in- 
creased the power of the Pharaohs. They were able to buy the support of 
the priesthood with the aid of generous presents and that of foreign princes 
with the aid of subsidies. They were able to finance costly military opera- 
tions in Western Asia. In the absence of adequate supplies of precious 
metals the Pharaohs became politically weak internally and externally. 

It stands to reason that these ups and downs connected with the 
fluctuation of the output of gold or copper would have been much more 
pronounced if these metals had played a really important monetary 
part. The existence of a controlled and largely moneyless economy in 
Ancient Egypt necessarily reduced the part played by the monetary 
factor in her history. It seems reasonable to assume that the extent to 
which the political position of a weak Pharaoh further deteriorated 
through his inability to maintain the output of the monetary metals 
would have been even more pronounced if these metals had played a full 
monetary role and if, therefore, their scarcity had handicapped pro- 
duction. The fact that basic economic activities could be carried on to a 
large extent independently of the fluctuation of metallic supplies justifies 
us in reaching the tentative conclusion that the limited character of the 
role played by money was a factor making for political as well as 
economic stability, and in this sense it may have been to some extent 
responsible for the prolonged existence of the Egyptian Empire. 

Another instance in which primitive money is believed to have played 
a historical part is that of Sparta. Beyond doubt, the choice of iron bars 
as currency made for isolationism not only commercially but also 
politically, and this again may possibly have been to some degree at any 
rate responsible for the Peloponnesian wars which led eventually to the 
decline of both opponents and of Ancient Greece as a whole. It provided 
an opportunity for the temporary rise of Macedonia and for the more 
lasting rise of Rome. Possibly if Sparta had possessed ordinary coined 
currency, like Athens and the rest of Greece, she might have developed 
also in other respects on lines similar to those of Athens, and there 
might have been no irreconcilable contrast between the Spartan and 
Athenian mentality, a contrast which accounted partly for the hatred 
with which the Peloponnesian wars were fought to the bitter end. 
However, perhaps this speculation may appear somewhat far-fetched. 

The question whether the decline in metal output in Europe and the 
drain of precious metals through an adverse trade balance with the East 
was the cause of the decline of the Roman Empire does not come within 
the scope of this book, for by that time Rome had developed a system 
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of modern coinage. Conceivably the reversion to natural economy in 
some of the outlying provinces of the Empire may to some extent have 
weakened its military power since the legions which came to be paid in 
kind lost much of their original mobility. They gradually assumed the 
status of land-owning militia engaged both in civilian and military life. 

•There is, however, another way in which a primitive monetary system 
enters into the picture of the decline of Rome. It provided one of the 
main causes of the westward surge of the pastoral races which eventually 
led to the overthrow of the Roman Empire. It is a commonplace of 
textbooks on history that the cause of this westward surge was the lack 
of adequate grazing land for the livestock of the races of central Asia 
which pushed towards Western Europe in search of new pastures, 
in front of them those races which had previously settled in Western 
Asia and Eastern Europe. What is not realized by historians is that 
the main cause of the inadequacy of the grazing lands during that 
period in the Asiatic steppes was the extensive use of livestock as a 
currency by the pastoral peoples. 

It stands to reason that any object or material which fulfils the pur- 
pose of currency is accumulated to a considerable degree, partly for 
the current requirements of a medium of exchange and partly as a store 
of value. Livestock is apt to be kept in far larger numbers than is 
necessary for its economic non-monetary use. The result is that, owing 
to the monetary use of livestock, grazing land and water supplies are 
apt to be exhausted much sooner than they would be otherwise. There 
was undoubtedly method in the apparently sadistic madness of the 
Mongolian invaders who systematically exterminated the populations 
of conquered countries in order to turn agricultural land into pasture. 
This would not have been considered necessary had it not been for the 
excessive size of livestock kept for monetary requirements. 

That pastoral races using livestock as a currency axe apt to be over- 
stocked for this reason, and that this is apt to be the cause of inter-tribal 
wars, may be illustrated from conditions prevailing until recently in 
Africa and elsewhere. It does not seem to be unreasonable to suggest 
that the same reason which not so long ago induced the Masai to 
attack peaceful agricultural tribes may have induced the Mongols some 
1,500 years ago to invade Eastern Europe and force the Vandals, 
Goths, etc., in turn to invade the Roman Empire. Quite possibly the 
reason why the Huns of Attila were not content to live in Central Asia 
or at any rate on the plains of Eastern Europe was political ambition. 
But the origin of their westward movements may well have been the 
desire to feed their excessive stock of horses, cattle and sheep. And were 
it not for the fact that these animals were not slaughtered for consump- 
tion unless they met with an accident— a symptom indicating their use 
as a monetary reserve — their requirements for new pastures would not 
have been nearly so pressing. 
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Primitive money played an important part in the development of 
colonial empires, in particular in the development of the first British 
Empire. The mother-country never possessed an excessive supply of 
coins and was not over-generous in allocating them to the Colonies. 
Had it not been for the adoption of primitive currencies in the West 
Indies and in the early colonies on the American mainland the develop- 
ment of those colonies would have been an incomparably slower process. 
In particular, the early colonies on territory that is now the United 
States of America would have been gravely handicapped. During the 
second half of the 18th century they might not have reached a sufficient- 
ly advanced stage economically or politically to aim at independence. 
Conceivably by the time that stage would have been reached the 
attitude of the mother-country might have become more liberal under 
the influence of 19th century political philosophy, and the break between 
her and the colonies might conceivably have been avoided. It is possible, 
therefore, to put foward a tentative and admittedly highly speculative 
theory that the adoption of primitive currency in Virginia, Massa- 
chusetts and elsewhere has contributed towards enabling them to reach 
their economic and political maturity during the period of despotic rule 
by England, and was therefore one of the factors leading indirectly to 
the War of Independence. 

Primitive currency played also an important historical role in the 
development of the colonial empires towards the end of the 19th 
century. Its existence greatly aided European penetration into Africa. 
The savage population of the dark continent was not sufficiently 
advanced for the use of modern money, and their requirements were 
too few to make possible large scale penetration through pure barter. 
The existence of primitive moneys, or their adoption in the course of 
trade with white men, created unlimited possibilities for trading with the 
tribes which would not accept modem money and would accept only 
limited amounts of European goods for direct consumption. They 
acquired the habit of accumulating hoards of objects which came to be 
used as primitive money, whether cotton cloth, cowries, beads, brass 
or gin. It is largely owing to this use of primitive money as a store of 
value that European traders secured a stronghold in Africa. It enabled 
the flag to follow trade and colonization progressed much more rapidly 
than it would have done had trade depended on the negligible current 
requirements of natives for European goods for direct consumption. 
Had penetration been slower the changes in the balance of power in 
Europe in the 19 th century might have resulted in a totally different 
share-out of Africa among European powers. During the early years 
of this century, Germany might have developed into a World power 
as a result of securing for herself a much larger place in the tropical sun 
instead of remaining almost entirely a continental power. 

Speculation on similar lines could, of course, be continued almost 
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indefinitely. Even though some of the instances quoted, and many others 
not quoted, are decidedly far-fetched, they should not be dismissed as 
an amusing but futile pastime. For they indicate at any rate the pos- 
sibility of primitive money having played an important historical part 
during various periods of history. With the aid of a patient and systema- 
tic study of the subject, this possibility could in many instances become 
probability, even if it could never become certainty. 


CHAPTER 36 

MONEY AND CIVILIZATION 

The Introductory Section of this book raised the question whether the 
evolution of the monetary system has corresponded to the requirements 
of the progress of civilization. This question received much attention 
during the last three decades. Until 1914 it was taken for granted that 
the monetary system of the day was in substance the logical, natural and 
inevitable solution of the problem which it was meant to solve. While 
there was from time to time much criticism of detail, the fundamental 
principles of the monetary system at the beginning of this century were 
widely assumed to be substantially in accordance with 20th century 
requirements. Between the two World Wars, however, a number of 
experts and a large section of the intelligent public came to doubt this 
assumption. The monetary system became subject to much fundamental 
criticism for its inability to secure the stability of the purchasing power 
of money, and even more for its inability to keep pace with technical 
progress and to provide the financial means with the aid of which man- 
kind would be able to utilize in full its increased productive capacity for 
the benefit of all. The conclusion was reached by many that the mone- 
tary system of our generation had gravely handicapped the progress of 
civilization. 

This leads us to the broader question whether the evolution of money 
in general over the whole period of its existence corresponded to con- 
temporary requirements of civilization. The conflict lies between the 
school of thought which, on the basis of 19th century prosperity and 
stability, maintains that the monetary system, under laisser faire , is 
bound to make for progress, and the opposite school which denounces 
the monetary system as the root of most if not all of the difficulties 
man has had to face throughout his long existence. 

There is also the more fundamental controversy between the school 
which maintains that the monetary system has throughout history been 
a decisive factor for good or evil, and has had a decisive influence on 
economic, political, social and cultural progress, and the opposite 

EE 
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school which holds the views that so far from being the cause the monetary 
system has been throughout its history merely the effect of changes in the 
economic, political, social and cultural background. The views held by the 
first school rest on the materialistic conception of history according 
to which everything was determined by economic factors ; this concep- 
tion is carried a step further by those who believe that the economic 
system itself which determined everything is in turn determined by the 
monetary factor. The opposite school of thought is what we may call 
economic determinism under which, given a certain phase of cultural, 
political, technical and intellectual development, the economic system is 
an inevitable product of these more fundamental factors . 1 Monetary 
determinism carries the concept of economic determinism a step further 
by maintaining that the monetary system, too, is determined by social, 
cultural, technical and political factors and, in addition to them, by 
general economic factors. 

The question is how far does the study of primitive money tend to 
confirm the views of those who consider money an all-powerful factor 
in the fate of mankind, and how far it tends to support the conception 
according to which money is a helpless passive tool under the control of 
more fundamental factors? To what extent were the early phases in the 
evolution of mankind governed by the monetary factor? Unfortu- 
nately, there are very few instances which provide adequate material to 
enable us to form a definite opinion. Even so, we have to try to form 
tentative opinions on the basis of such material as is at our disposal. 

The difficulty is that the evolution of money and that of civilization 
are so closely interwoven that it is seldom possible to ascertain with any 
degree of assurance which was the cause and which the effect. Neverthe- 
less, there are some instances in which progress in the monetary system 
lagged behind that of civilization. 

There can be little doubt that in Ancient Egypt the prevailing mone- 
tary system was the effect and not the cause of her peculiar political, 
social and economic system. As a large section of her population existed 
on rations distributed by the authorities, there was relatively little scope 
for trade and for the development of a relatively advanced type of 
money such as existed during the period in other countries which were 
in many ways at a much less advanced stage of cultural progress than 
Egypt. Attempts to attribute the slow pace of economic progress in 
Egypt and the continued existence of slavery and of the caste system to 
the absence of a more advanced system of money are utterly unconvinc- 
ing. It was because Egypt was based on a totalitarian planned economy 
that she did not require an advanced monetary system; it was not 

1 Some authors use the term “economic determinism” in the opposite sense, as 
being synonymous with the term “materialistic conception of history.” In the 
author’s view the correct meaning of the former term is that the economic system 
is determined by general conditions, 
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because of the lack of such system that she remained totalitarian. 

In Babylonia and Assyria an advanced monetary system developed at 
an early stage, but this again was the effect and not the cause of the 
prevailing general conditions under which there was much more trading 
activity than in Ancient Egypt. It was the requirements of long distance 
laiuj-borne trade that presumably led to the adoption of silver money 
side by side with grain money, too bulky for long-distance traffic. 

There is no evidence pointing towards the influence of the monetary 
system in the economic, social or cultural evolution of the Ancient 
Jews. The relatively backward character of the Phoenician monetary 
system failed to prevent the remarkable development of their trade and 
their general cultural progress. 

One of the few instances in which monetary evolution appears to have 
cut ahead of general evolution was provided by Lydia. It seems that the 
invention of coinage was succeeded rather than preceded by consider- 
able development in trade; development which during a brief period 
made Lydia a relatively important factor in history. In Ancient Greece, 
on the other hand, the evolution of money lagged far behind that of 
civilization, judging by the survival of the use of livestock currency 
during a period when, in other respects, a highly advanced stage was 
achieved. The Homeric system of the ox standard of value and cauldron 
medium of exchange— -which existed presumably at the beginning of the 
1st millenium b . c . — was very similar to that of culturally backward 
French Indo-China in the 19th century a.d. In Sparta the adoption of 
a primitive form of iron currency was possibly the effect rather than 
the cause of the peculiar social and political system of the community. 

The currency of Ancient Italy and early Rome lagged far behind 
cultural development. The use of crude copper as a currency long after 
neighbouring people had adopted gold and silver coins must to some 
extent have handicapped material progress. 

It seems probable that in Ancient China the variety of primitive 
currencies which were adopted simultaneously or successively have been 
unable to influence general conditions to any fundamental degree. The 
early monetary history of China indicates a high degree of elasticity in 
the adaptation of a monetary system to meet requirements. 

The extent to which the redistribution of the hoarded gold stock of 
the Persian Empire following upon its conquest by Alexander contri- 
buted towards the cultural development of the Mediterranean zone of 
civilization, or the effect of the scarcity of metals during the decline of 
the Rome Empire and during the early centuries of the Middle Ages, 
are outside the scope of this book since the process affected the volume 
of coined money. The revival of the use of primitive money in various 
parts of Medieval Europe must have been the effect of general con- 
ditions rather than their cause. 

In Japan the use of primitive money tended to bolster up the feudal 
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system long after it had outlived its usefulness. It must have affected 
general cultural development to a considerable degree. 

Economic necessity dictated the adoption of primitive currencies in 
countries which had no adequate supplies of coins such as Medieval 
Russia and the early British, French, Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish 
colonies. The use of primitive currencies in those countries by com- 
munities at a relatively advanced stage of civilization was entirely out 
of keeping with the stage of cultural progress, but did not appear to 
affect the latter adversely. On the contrary, it facilitated the development 
of a material culture in accordance with the intellectual standards of the 
colonists. 

As for the relapse into the use of primitive currencies during the 
modern period in Europe and elsewhere, it was due to local and tempo- 
rary emergency conditions. Such temporary uses of primitive money 
produced any profound or lasting effects on the progress of civilization. 

In the majority of present-day or recent primitive communities, the 
evolution of the primitive monetary system was evidently the effect 
rather than the cause of their social and cultural evolution. This is 
particularly so in the Pacific area, but also in Africa where systems were 
developed with the aid of imported currencies superimposed on local 
cultures. In some instances, however, the choice of currencies may have 
affected fundamentally the trend of the civilization in the communities 
concerned. In general there was no fundamental social upheaval until 
the penetration of modern money. 

Even though there is no lack of instances in which the monetary 
system was the cause rather than the effect of the changes in the trend 
of civilization, it seems that in the majority of instances the prevailing 
primitive monetary systems were the expression of contemporary phases 
in civilization rather than the factor responsible for its development. In 
a negative sense primitive money may, to some extent, have influenced 
cultural progress owing to its tendency to survive its usefulness and 
thereby to slow down the pace of general progress. It was only during 
the earlier stages that monetary evolution may have cut ahead of general 
progress through the development of monetary systems arising from 
political and other unilateral payments long before the expansion of 
trade made such means of payment commercially necessary. At later 
stages the monetary system was inclined to lag behind cultural progress. 
It appears that the position reached during our generation, in which the 
monetary system was slow in adapting itself to the requirements of 
technical progress, must have been experienced in somewhat different 
forms at various stages of human progress. 

No exaggerated importance must be attached, however, to this argu- 
ment. While during the transition periods the backward state of primi- 
tive monetary systems must have caused much inconvenience, thinking 
in terms of the entire course of evolution over five thousand years there 
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can be no doubt that the monetary system showed a remarkable degree 
of adaptability to changing conditions. Admittedly, from time to time 
it lagged behind cultural progress. There can be no doubt, how- 
ever, that most of the time it was helping rather than hindering the 
progress of civilization. 

Progress, whether cultural or economic, is not an end in itself but 
merely a means to the end of furthering human happiness. Has the 
adoption and development of primitive money made the world a better 
place or a worse place to live in? It has been customary since time 
immemorial to harp back to the “good old days 55 when life was much 
simpler and more pleasant in the absence of the complications resulting 
from money economy. Most of these criticisms of money are directed 
against the evils associated with the modern monetary system. Never- 
theless, since that system developed from primitive money, the latter is 
also accused by implication. 

The charge calls for an answer. Would the world have been a happier 
place if natural economy had been allowed to continue? The question is 
purely hypothetical. With the increasing density of population and with 
general progress, natural economy was bound to go and cannot possibly 
be expected to return. The various phases of the development of primi- 
tive money must have mitigated to no slight degree the awkwardness of 
the transition from natural economy to modern money economy. To 
some extent they combined both the advantages and the disadvantages 
of both systems. From the point of view of the progress of civilization 
they provided the necessary transitional stage. In so far as in our more 
advanced stage of civilization we are less happy than our ancestors, it is 
progress in general that is to blame and not a system which was but one 
of the instruments and manifestions of progress. 

On the face of it there may appear to be a contraction between this 
chapter which does not assess very highly the importance of money in 
the evolution of civilization, and Chapter 34 which lays stress on the 
great social importance of money as a motive power in economic 
progress. In reality, while the earlier chapter is concerned with the role 
of money at any given moment, the present chapter endeavours to 
give a bird’s-eye’s view of the process of evolution as a whole. At any 
given moment a defective monetary system may not provide the maxi- 
mum of stimulus to productive activity. It is none the less true that, 
with all its defects, money as a social factor has played an important 
part in all ages, not necessarily as an active factor making for the 
progress of civilization, but as a factor corresponding to the require- 
ments of its own period and its own environment. 
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THE FUTURE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 

The object of this chapter is twofold: to discuss the future prospects of 
the continued existence of primitive money or of a resumption of its -use, 
and to discuss the future of the study of primitive money. The title of 
the chapter may appear on the face of it absurd, since one would think 
that primitive money has a past but not a future. It is in accordance 
with the fundamental trend that the progress of civilization should 
eliminate it completely. Indeed, during the ’forties this progress towards 
the elimination of primitive money has become accelerated to a con- 
siderable degree, but not owing to any advance of civilization. On the 
contrary, it was entirely due to the influence of the war. 

War-time conditions resulted in closer contact between advanced and 
primitive civilizations. Until 1941 on the majority of the small Pacific 
islands, for instance, the only contacts the primitive communities had 
with European civilization was through the presence of a Government 
agent, a few traders, missionaries and occasional visitors. During the 
war, on the other hand, many of these islands were heavily occupied 
either by Japanese or by Allied troops. This meant that the military 
authorities in charge paid in notes for the goods and services which the 
population was compelled to supply, and the savages were forced to 
accept modern money whether they liked it or not. No information is 
available about what happened in this respect during the Japanese 
occupation. After the liberation of the islands, however, the American 
occupation forces are known to have provided goods to enable the 
natives to spend the dollar notes received in payment from them. By this 
means they popularized the use of modern money. In the same way, 
such primitive moneys as existed at the beginning of the Far Eastern 
war in the Philippines, Malaya, Burma and Assam must have suffered 
an eclipse through the influence of the spendings by Allied troops in 
modern money. In backward regions of New Guinea and elsewhere, 
primitive money is known, however, to have survived the war. 

In Africa it was particularly through the forced pace of the exploita- 
tion of natural resources of war-time requirements that the use of 
modern money was extended. On the other hand, since it was impossible 
to supply the colonies with adequate quantities of European goods to 
enable the natives to spend their notes, modern money became largely 
discredited since it was largely unspendable. The result was that many 
Africans became reluctant to produce more than was required for their 
own use. This state of affairs appears to have failed, however, to lead 
to a revival of the use of primitive currencies to any considerable 
degree. 

The war, while eliminating primitive currencies or reducing their 
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importance in the East or possibly in Africa, has at the same time 
brought about a i eversion to the use of primitive currencies in a 
number of belligerent countries in Europe and South-East Asia. 
This trend was, however, obviously due to passing abnormal causes and 
was bound to be purely temporary. In fact, in the majority of instances 
the countries concerned soon reverted to the use of modern money. 
Taking the world a§ a whole, it is safe to say that on balance the second 
World War materially reduced the use of primitive money. 

The odds are heavily against a reversal of this trend. It seems probable 
that within the next decade or two most of the remaining primitive 
currencies will disappear or become reduced to insignificance, retaining 
only a very limited use mostly for ceremonial or symbolic purposes. The 
reason why this can be assumed lies in the revival of interest in colonial 
development. It seems probable that the next few years will witness the 
expenditure of large sums by all Colonial Powers on the construction of 
roads and railways, and the penetration of modern enterprise and trade 
mto areas hitherto practically untouched by civilization will lead to the 
abandonment of the use of primitive money for most purposes. 

Is primitive money likely to be reverted to extensively in years to 
come? The answer to this question depends entirely on future monetary 
conditions. Should there be advanced inflation such as we witnessed 
since the war in Greece and Hungary, the people of countries in such a 
situation are likely to revert to primitive money until their currencies 
are stabilized. Likewise, in case of sudden changes of regime or the 
threat of such changes, fears that the existing currencies might become 
demonetized might tend to lead to increased application of barter and 
the use of primitive money. 

What is less certain is whether a return to deflationary trend would 
produce a similar effect as in early colonial periods when shortage 
of modern money led to the adoption of primitive money by advanced 
communities. Should a Government decide to revert to the orthodox 
monetary policy by keeping its country deliberately short of currency 
and credit resources, it is conceivable that, instead of submitting meekly 
to such a policy as if it were as an Act of God, large sections of the popu- 
lation would take the remedy into their own hand by supplementing 
their meagre supplies of modern money with some form of commodity 
currency. On the face of it this assertion may sound incredible. After all, 
during the 19th century and the first part of the 20th century this was 
not done. The only time when modern communities during that period 
reverted to primitive currencies was during brief spells of currency 
chaos. Generally speaking, they simply accepted the shortages of money 
as something inevitable. In the meantime, however, this conception has 
greatly changed. Most people would now refuse to believe that the 
scarcity of money due to their Governments deflationary policy is 
inevitable. The monetary system no longer commands the same authority 
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as it did before the second World War and it would be no longer 
considered sacrilege or lese-majeste to improve on the monetary system 
by supplementing it through the private use of commodity currencies. 
Whether this would in fact be done depends on the spirit of the people 
concerned. The mere realization that the remedy of the inconveniences 
caused by the shortage of money lies largely in their own hand should 
go a long way towards inducing our generation to adopt deliberately a 
solution which earlier generations had adopted instinctively. 

It is even conceivable that the Governments themselves might resort 
to the use of primitive currencies in order to supplement inadequate 
quantities of modern currencies. They may be forced to deflate the 
latter against their wish, either because they are precluded from pursuing 
an expansionary monetary policy owing to interference by the Inter- 
national Monetary Fund set up under the Bretton Woods scheme, or 
because their paper money has become so utterly discredited through 
earlier inflations that it has become a matter of expediency to keep its 
quantity restricted. In that case, it is conceivable that the Governments 
concerned may supplement the quantity of their note circulation by 
enlisting some staple pioducts for monetary use. They may possibly 
find that until they have succeeded in living down the distrust caused by 
inflation the use of goods with intrinsic value could provide a solution 
to their problem. A similar situation arose in the early American 
colonies towards the end of the 17th century and at the beginning of the 
18th century when, owing to the abuses of note issues, the public 
arrived at the conclusion that commodity currencies, notwithstanding 
their many shortcomings, constituted an improvement on the unlimited 
use of the printing press. 

Let us now cast a glance on the prospects of the study of primitive 
money. It is the object of this book to stimulate interest in the subject, 
and the author hopes that its publication will to some extent lead to 
further research into its various aspects. In any case, the revival of the 
use of primitive money under our very noses has aroused a certain 
interest. In particular, the adoption of the cigarette standard received 
a fair amount of publicity, even though it was confined almost entirely 
to describing how the system worked without drawing any comparison 
with earlier primitive currencies and without enlarging on the theoretical 
implications of this limited and temporary experience. Should some of 
the primitive currencies adopted amidst the prevailing emergencies remain 
in force for some time, it is bound to stimulate enquiry into the subject. 

In any case, it seems reasonable to assume that the historical and 
ethnological approach to economics in general and to the study of 
money in particular will continue to gain ground. The question is whether 
it will be able to do so soon enough to encourage the study of the re- 
maining primitive monetary systems before they have disappeared. The 
urgency of the task of investigating conditions in primitive communities 



THE FUTURE OF PRIMITIVE MONEY 


473 


which are still using primitive currencies cannot be sufficiently empha- 
sized. Field work for that purpose should be encouraged by every 
possible means. Much is spent on research into subjects which are not 
likely to run away, and it is of the utmost importance that a small 
fraction of the amounts devoted to research should be so employed as 
tc? accelerate the pace of economico-ethnological research into the use 
of primitive money by means of field work while it is still possible to 
obtain first-hand information. 

It is important that ethnologists entrusted to this task should be 
equipped with the necessary knowledge of economics to enable them to 
study primitive currency systems in the right way. The first step in such 
investigations should be to ascertain the favourite medium of barter 
used in the community investigated. Many ethnologists are altogether 
too ready to assume that a community has no money at all merely 
because they work on a preconceived rigid definition of money. Such 
preconceptions should be discarded, and ethnologists should examine 
with an open mind whether any one particular type of goods is widely 
accepted in exchanges in preference to any other. The degree of accept- 
ability of various goods is bound to differ at any given moment. It is 
possible that the ethnologists may find the use of one of them very 
prevalent. 

The next step is to ascertain whether the most freely acceptable goods 
are accepted solely for the purpose of direct consumption or whether 
those who accept them do so partly at least with the intent of using them 
for future exchanges. If there is evidence that this latter is the case, then 
it becomes probable that the articles in question fulfil at least some of the 
functions of primitive currency. The ethnologist should enquire, when 
he discovers that members of a community hold stocks of a certain 
article in excess of their requirements, whether they do so for future 
consumption or for future purchases. 

Ethnologists should also ascertain whether in case of barter there is 
some common denominator to facilitate the exchanges. Quite possibly 
they may find in many instances that this common denominator is the 
staple product or imported article used as a medium of barter to some 
limited degree. While the extent of the latter use would not in itself 
justify a claim that they constitute money, the fact of their use as a 
standard of value is conclusive. 

Another question which should be investigated with care is whether 
the savages themselves consider the objects in question to be money* 
In several instances it has been ascertained that the languages of certain 
primitive communities have separate terms for barter and for purchase 
and that the natives distinguish between goods exchanged against each 
other and against an object or material serving as a rudimentary medium 
of exchange. Admittedly the distinction is often rather vague and the 
attitude of savages towards it is apt to be subjective rather than 
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objective; that is, very often both parties in a barter transaction consider 
themselves to have made a purchase. In other instances, both parties 
believe they have sold their goods against payment in what they con- 
sider to be money. In such a situation the task of the ethnologist is to 
try to ascertain whether there is any particular article which in barter 
transactions is referred to as a medium of payment more frequently 
than others. 

Investigations should not be confined to relations between the 
travellers and the natives. It is much more important to investigate 
relations between the natives. Such ethnological research can most 
usefully be undertaken by educated natives themselves. During recent 
years many members of primitive communities had received an ad- 
vanced education and on their return to their native lands they were in 
a very good position to combine their newly acquired knowledge with 
their local experience and their thorough knowledge of native customs 
and language. In more than one instance such educated natives pro- 
nounced themselves in favour of regarding as currency certain objects 
the monetary status of which was not willingly recognized by European 
ethnologists. If the objects are considered to be money by the savages 
themselves it is surely not for the outside investigator to be more 
royalist than the king. 

Those engaged in field work should not restrict the scope of their 
enquiry by ruling out means of unilateral payment that do not serve as 
media of exchange to any large extent. They should examine the im- 
portance of such media of payment as the economic drivng power of 
the community. 

Ethnologists should define precisely the monetary functions of the 
objects which they consider to be primitive currencies. There has been 
in the past much exasperating vagueness in the writings of travellers 
and even ethnologists in this respect. They often remark casually that 
certain objects serve as the currency of a community and leave it at that 
without taking the trouble to explain what monetary functions that 
object fulfils, and to what extent. It is of the utmost importance to 
impress investigators and casual visitors writing on the subject with 
the necessity of being precise. The task of ascertaining how far an object 
is a medium of exchange, standard of value, store of value, standard of 
deferred payments, or various means of unilateral payments is not 
always easy. In many instances the natives themselves use the objects 
for monetary purposes quite unconsciously and are intellectually 
incapable of defining their precise use. Nevertheless, the contact between 
a number of natives and members of advanced civilizations should make 
this task easier. It should also facilitate the task of the investigator to 
ascertain the limitations of the various monetary uses of the objects 
concerned. This again requires very extensive investigation, for evidence 
is apt to be conflicting. 
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There is ample scope for research also for those who have not the 
opportunity of studying primitive currencies in primitive communities 
by means of field work. Their task is less urgent but no less important. 
Faculties of Economics should encourage their research students to 
specialize in the investigation of the primitive currencies used by one 
particular country or during one particular period. There is ample 
untapped material which would yield highly profitable rewards to 
patient and systematic workers. Practically every chapter of the Ethno- 
logical and Historical Sections of this book could and should be 
expanded into a full-sized volume by accumulating all the factual 
evidence available and by providing also a thorough study of the back- 
ground. 

Even though classical literature has been thoroughly searched for 
facts relating to primitive money, there is still ample scope for discover- 
ing new points through studying the immense amount of folk-lore and 
early literature of every kind. Students of primitive money must also 
follow closely the latest archaeological research which from time to 
time produces new evidence. 

Over and above all, theoretical monetary economists should study 
all factual evidence relating to primitive money with great care and 
should make good the omissions of the past by devoting more thought 
to the subject. A monetary theory based on broader foundations cannot 
be built by a single individual. It must be the result of the combined 
efforts of a large number of economists who between them weigh 
carefully every point. By learning at each other’s expense, they should 
gradually further the knowledge of the subject step by step till it has 
attained, if not perfection, at any rate a stage corresponding to the 
general progress of economic theory. 
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1. MONETARY OBJECTS AND MATERIALS 


Adzes, 255 
Almonds, 145, 282, 311 
Arrows, 67, 134, 138, 140, 152, 188, 197, 
278, 286 

Arrow poison, 164 
Axes, 82, 90, 102, 198, 228 


Bark cloth, 41-3, 46-7 
Beads, 55-6, 58, 67, 91, 100, 114, 125-6, 
128, 130, 132-3, 136, 140, 158-9, 
168-9, 170, 172-3, 188-9, 191, 286, 
377-8, 384-5, 398, 402, 403, 413, 
418, 420 
Beef* 292 
Beer, 267 
Bells, 190 
Benzoe cakes, 100 
Betel nuts and leaves, 54 
Birds, 190 

Blankets, 176-7, 182, 299, 329 
Boar’s tusks, 67, 90 
Bottles, 305 
Brass discs, 114, 136 
Brass rings, 139 

Brass rods, 106, 140, 160-1, 170, 358, 
AM 420-1 449 

Brass wire, 100, 128, 131, 136, 140, 413 

Bread, 273 

Brick dust, 128 

Buffaloes, 94, 98, 100-3, 115 

Buffalo hides, 100 

Butter, 108, 275, 292, 307, 310, 363 


Camels, 118-9, 125, 283, 390 
Camphor, 145 
Cannons, 98, 102 
Cardboard, 257 

Cartridges and bullets, 125, 291-2 
Cattle, 102, 115, 117, 120, 125-8, 129, 
132-3, 136-7, 137, 139, 141, 143, 158, 
168-9, 197, 227-31, 234, 239, 241, 
247, 249-50, 259, 261-3, 265-7, 269-70, 
272-4, 276-7, 280, 283, 295, 297, 307, 
333, 363, 368, 371, 382-5, 392-3, 419, 
439, 443, 463, 467. 

Cauldrons, 102, 197, 230, 322, 387, 462 
Cedar bark, 182 
Cheese, 310, 332, 363 
Chickens, 158, 186, 189, 266 
China, 94, 99, 105 _ 

Cigarettes, 104, 307, 308-10, 312, 370, 
420, 438 

Clay, 250, 257, 282 


Cloth, 94, 100-1, 103-4, 105, 121-2, 
125-6, 131, 134, 136-7, 139-41, 143-4, 
146, 153-6, 158, 164, 167-8, 170-1, 
183, 186-8, 190, 256-7, 265-7, 270-1, 
385, 398, 403, 409, 413-5, 420, 439, 
449 

Cloves, 188 

Coal, 245-6, 308 

Coca leaves, 191 

Cocoa, 183, 185, 188,190,448, 

Coconuts, 50, 58, 71, 110-13, 185, 190, 
370, 412, 444 
Coffee, 100, 119, 307 
Copper or bronze (ingots, rings other 
than Manillas, objects, scrap), 103, 
122, 126, 161, 184, 197, 203-9, 211, 
218, 228-9, 235-7, 246, 251, 255, 286, 
363, 438, 467 
Copper spelter, 106-7 
Copra, 71 
Cosmetics, 313 

Cowries, 63, 89-90, 102, 115, 118, 125, 
130, 133-4, 136, 139, 141-5, 146-8, 
154-8, 250, 253-4, 273, 275, 280-83, 
285, 286, 311, 332, 337, 384, 388, 399, 
400, 402-3, 413,414, 420, 445, 450-1. 
Cotton, 122, 188, 300-1, 302, 428 


Dagga cakes, 169, 390 

Dates, 118, 126 

Discs (throwing), 141 

Dog's teeth, 67, 75-7, 90, 402, 445 

Donkeys, 129 

Drugs, 313 

Drums, 95-7, 378, 403 

Dyestuff (curcuma root), 50, 59 


Earthenware pots, 91, 170, 391, 412 
Eggs, 56, 186, 266, 297, 332, 363 
Elephants, 103 


Feathers, 62-4, 67, 164, 182, 379, 389, 
410, 412, 442. 

Fibre armlets, 99 

Fish, 172, 271-2, 299-300, 366 

Fishooks, 56, 118, 139, 328 

Flax, 293 

Flour, 292, 307 

Furs — see skins 

Gaming counters, 104 
Gin, 149-50, 165, 191, 358 
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Ginger, 300-1, 303 
Glass jars, 107 

Goats, 126-8, 129, 133, 136, 165 
Gold (ingots, scrap, wiie, rings) by 
weight, 105, 125, 145, 203-9, 211-2, 
217, 219, 222-3, 227, 238, 239-41, 284, 
252, 255, 260, 264, 267-8, 272, 274-6, 
282, 368 

Gold (debased), 155 

Gold dust, 95-7, 99-100, 104-5, 146, 
153, 156, 158, 173, 183, 286, 295 
Gold nuggets, 295 
Gongs, 95, 98, 102, 403 
Grain, 103, 113-4, 118, 145, 181, 183, 
185-6, 209-10, 211-5, 219, 249, 256, 
266, 268, 269, 273, 280, 282, 285, 
292-3, 299, 306-7, 308, 310, 332-3, 
337, 402, 420, 426-7, 437, 439, 445, 
448 467 

Gunpowder, 134, 136, 139 

Guns, 136, 139, 165, 169, 170, 188, 420 

Hatchets, 100, 184 
Hemp, 177, 292, 293 
Hoes, 115, 120-1, 136, 140, 152, 158, 
163,255 

Horses, 103, 117, 181, 207, 280, 286 
Indigo, 300, 303 

Iron, 64, 102-3, 114, 121, 128, 138, 140, 
152, 154, 158-9, 161-3, 200, 231-3, 
242-5, 275, 285, 363, 414, 421, 462, 
467 

Ivory, 101-2, 133, 138-9, 159, 169-70, 
369,418,420 

Jam, 116 

Knives, 114, 162, 255-6, 328 
Kola nuts, 145, 158 

Lacquer, 250, 282 
Lead, 106, 136, 215 

leather, 225, 234, 245, 260, 268, 295-6, 
309, 329, 410, 449 

Manillas, 150-2, 155, 391, 329, 378, 
184 391 41? 442 

Mats,' ’41-3’ 54-6, 57, 62, 140, 156, 166-7 
Milk, 307 

Millet, 122, 126, 131, 136-7, 144-5, 156 
Molasses, 300, 303 
Mulberry cakes, 117 

Nails, 297, 307 
Needles, 262 


Oatmeal, 296 
Olive oil, 310 
Onions, 122 

Ornaments, 17, 337, 364, 376 
Ostrich feather, 156 


Palm oil, 150, 158 

Palm oil kernels, 153, 158 

Peas, 292, 299 

Pepper, 100, 266, 268 

Pigs, 58-62, 67, 103, 381, 383, 400, 403 

Pigs* jawbones, 67 

Pitch, 292 

Pork, 292, 299 

Porpoise teeth, 69-72, 442 

Potash, 308 


Rats, 45 

Rat traps, 164 

Reindeer, 115-6 

Rice, 93-5, 98, 101-3, 107, 109, 114, 118, 
170, 199, 250, 282, 286, 292, 313-5, 
329, 332-3, 336, 385, 402, 409, 420, 
426, 427-8, 438 

Rings, 35, 117, 121, 139, 203-5, 221, 
239-40, 241-2, 245, 248-9, 255, 260, 
264, 267, 271-2, 274, 275, 281, 
296. See also Manillas. 

Rubber, 158, 163 

Rum, 139, 165, 175-6, 298, 300, 302 


Salt, 99, 100, 104, 115, 122, 123-5, 
137, 139, 140, 144, 146, 152, 158-9, 
164, 168, 235, 239, 257, 285, 358, 
400, 410, 413. 

Shawls, 118 

Sheep, 108, 117-8, 127-8, 140, 218-9, 
227, 234, 272-3, 283, 393-4, 418, 
437-9, 463 

Shells (other than cowries), 47, 50, 
56-90, 115, 140, 159, 163, 166-7, 
173-4, 178-81, 190, 254, 287-90, 296, 
333, 334-70, 376-8, 384-5, 391, 394, 
402-3, 407, 410, 412-3 
Shields, 117 
Shirts, 140, 152, 409 
Sickles, 255 
Silk, 145, 256-7, 285 

Silver (ingots, objects, rings, wire, 
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